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Praise for THE SAAD TRUTH ABOUT HAPPINESS


“No one is better at helping us laugh at the madness of today’s modern world than my dear friend, podcaster, and therapist to us all, Dr. Gad Saad. Whether using his acerbic wit to address a public absurdity or broadcasting from under his desk in mock terror as he takes on the latest fear gripping the internet, Gad leads by example in showing us how humor is key to managing stress, upset, anger, and frustration. His new book, The Saad Truth about Happiness, reveals the secrets behind his optimistic approach to life and shows us how we can be happier people too.”

—Megyn Kelly, journalist

“There is a virtual epidemic of unnecessary misery in the Western world at the present time. Much of it is the result of ideologies that stress victimization, insist on an external locus of control, and offer a borderless and unconstrained impulsive hedonism as a pathway to the good life. Professor Saad—who is, in truth, an engaging and happy person—offers a wiser alternative. Happiness is to be found, in Dr. Saad’s well-founded estimation, in the spirit of free play; in responsible, altruistic, reciprocal social interactions; in the sense of awe and admiration available to anyone with open eyes. The idea that structureless freedom is anything other than the desert of the soul is harming people, young and old alike. Dr. Saad offers an alternative vision, laying out a more classic road to the good life, as is generally the case with wise people.”

—Dr. Jordan Peterson, bestselling author

“With his characteristic wit, Professor Saad has produced an invaluable guide to the pursuit of happiness. In the glut of mostly worthless self-help books, this valuable gem stands apart. Instead of fly-by-night fads and paper-thin pop psychology, this book’s sage and sane advice draws equally from the springs of ancient wisdom and modern science, grounding us in the eternal truths of human nature. Saad distills these sources into a winsome guide to a more flourishing life.”

—Aaron Kheriaty, M.D., psychiatrist and director of the Bioethics and American Democracy Program at the Ethics and Public Policy Institute

“Gad Saad knows that there is no magic formula for achieving happiness. But in this book he distills deep learning and practical wisdom to offer valuable insights grounded in science and experience. Written with warmth and humanity, the Saad Truth, it turns out, is a happy one.”

—Dr. Darrin M. McMahon, professor of history at Dartmouth College and author of Happiness: A History

“The Saad Truth about Happiness brims with insight into the journey we all take in life. Its engaging style and personal stories make the abstract principles vibrant. Amidst a flurry of books on happiness, Saad’s evolutionary lens brims with wisdom and novel light on life’s most ancient mystery—how to live an authentic life.”

—David M. Buss, author of The Evolution of Desire: Strategies of Human Mating, professor of psychology at the University of Texas at Austin, and founding member of the field of evolutionary psychology

“Embedded in his own lived experiences, his work as an academic, and the occasional advice from the likes of Aristotle and Viktor Frankl, Dr. Saad delivers a tour de force that will increase the likelihood that any of us should find our way to happiness.”

—Dr. Drew Pinsky, physician and podcaster

“Evolutionary psychologist and wise man Professor Gad Saad knows how to be happy even amid controversy, turmoil, and danger. He is the epitome of a happy warrior, living up to the meaning of his last name, Saad, which translates to happiness and prosperity in Arabic. His new book, delightfully written, searches both ancient wisdom and modern social sciences for the answer. It has practical advice about finding the right life partner, the right job, and how to deal with failure. Ultimately, the answer Professor Saad provides lies more in the variety and depth of a person’s life experiences than in the heft of a person’s wallet. Read it if you want to learn how to be happy. It is written by someone who knows!”

—Jay Bhattacharya, M.D., Ph.D., professor of health policy at Stanford University School of Medicine
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To all those who have enriched my life and made me happy
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CHAPTER ONE On Being the Happy Professor


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.1

—The United States Declaration of Independence (July 4, 1776)

We naturally look for the ultimate goal that enables us to judge other goals by how they contribute to it. Happiness is that ultimate goal because, unlike other goals, it is self-evidently good. If we are asked why happiness matters, we can give no further, external reason. It just obviously does matter. As the American Declaration of Independence says, it is a “self-evident” objective.2

—Richard Layard, Happiness: Lessons from a New Science



If you ask people what they want to get out of life, many are likely to respond with “I want to be happy.” A broad survey asked people to assort sixteen life goals in decreasing order of importance (these goals included “Being rich,” “Physical health,” and “Spiritual growth”). On top of the list, statistically tied with “great/fulfilling relationships,” was “Being happy.”3 Of course, the challenge is: Can one identify what it means to live the optimal good life? Is there a reliable recipe for happiness? What constitutes happiness, well-being, and contentment? Is there a balance to be struck between competing goals? How much should one strive to maximize pleasure (or knowledge or wealth or inner peace) and minimize pain (or regret or struggle or apathy)? As is true for most things in life, there are countless relevant variables, some of which are part of our innate dispositions (our genes and temperaments), others that are situational (a bad marriage, a great job), and yet others that constitute winning mindsets that we might adopt, all of which contribute to our likelihood of being happy and content.

As a social scientist I can confirm that there is no magical formula for achieving the lofty objective of happiness. But one can identify many necessary ingredients that when combined properly increase the likelihood of being a fulfilled, happy individual.

The great ancient philosophers had an astute understanding of our universal human nature and how to achieve maximal happiness. In the chapters that follow, we will explore some of these ancient wisdoms as well as contemporary empirical research regarding the good life (happiness, contentment, and well-being). We will look at key life decisions that are the purveyors of either great misery or immense happiness. The two most important of these are choosing the right life partner and the ideal job or profession. We spend much of our days either at work or with our families. If these two domains engender joy, then we are well on our way to living a fulfilled life. We will scrutinize arguably the most universal law in nature regarding the good life—namely, that all good things take place in moderation. Mathematically, this is known as the inverted-U curve, which captures the fact that too little or too much of something is worse than having just the right amount, a sweet spot in the middle between dearth and excess, which can be applied in a wide variety of fields.

As our investigation proceeds, I will argue that the path to happiness requires that we construe life as a playground. We need not lose our childlike playful effervescence as we segue from our youth to our adult years. Adults can and should foster playfulness in most, if not all, of the endeavors in which they partake. In conducting my scientific research, I certainly take this approach. I view science as an intellectual playground replete with exciting twists and turns, as if on a roller coaster. Boredom, be it on a daily level or in a grand existential sense, is a bane of our existence. A rich life requires that we sample from a broad range of experiences. Variety is indeed the spice of life (in most instances), and this constitutes another topic that we will explore. I believe that he who experiences the most varied experiences from the buffet of life ultimately wins. That does not, however, mean that we go through life merely flitting from one thing to another. Many of the most transformational experiences of our lives require that we be dogged, persistent, and resilient as we take on a new challenge, be it starting a new business, beginning a new university degree, or simply losing weight. Without some optimal level of grit and persistence, few new businesses would ever have seen the light of day, and few New Year’s resolutions would ever be kept. To be successful in our quest for happiness, we need to tackle life with the grit, determination, and persistence necessary to achieve meaningful goals, whilst possessing a protective armor against possible, even likely, failures. Successful individuals are almost always “anti-fragile” when it comes to failure. They learn from their failures but are not broken by them.

The ancient Greeks thought that to seek ataraxia (tranquility of mind) was an important objective to living the good life. Regret is one emotion that can create turmoil within our inner thoughts. It can eat away at us like a flesh-eating fungus. So, we will examine regret stemming both from actions (“I regret having cheated on my spouse”) and inactions (“I regret that I never enrolled in medical school”), and argue for a strategy to avoid regret and achieve tranquility of mind. Finally, I intend to show how we are truly the architects and orchestrators of our happiness. Irrespective of whether you were born with a sunny disposition or a stark outlook on life, you always have the power to affect your well-being in positive ways.

In my 2011 book The Consuming Instinct: What Juicy Burgers, Ferraris, Pornography, and Gift Giving Reveal about Human Nature, I argued that self-help books are very successful because they offer supposed solutions to many of our most fundamental Darwinian-rooted insecurities. Is there a path to retaining one’s youthful vigor in the bedroom? What are the secrets to being a better parent? Is there a strategy for becoming popular amongst a group of prospective friends? What is the recipe for eating healthily and averting disease? How can one lead a life filled with purpose and meaning? In some instances, self-help books are based on time-tested ancestral wisdom, up-to-date evidence-based findings, or poignant personal anecdotes. Regrettably, in other cases, the promissory solutions are rooted in quackery, faulty reasoning, and incomplete or missing evidence. And yet, millions of people purchase these books because hope is indeed useful to combat the challenges of life. In the classic 1994 movie The Shawshank Redemption, in a letter to his friend Red (played by Morgan Freeman), Andy Dufresne (played by Tim Robbins) opines on hope: “Remember Red, hope is a good thing, maybe the best of things, and no good thing ever dies. I will be hoping that this letter finds you and finds you well. Your friend, Andy.” This is to be contrasted with something Red had told Andy earlier: “Hope? Let me tell you something my friend. Hope is a dangerous thing. Hope can drive a man insane.” While it is true that false hope (hope that is easily falsified by unmet expectations) can be detrimental, genuine hope (or optimism) is an all-purpose elixir of life. It is positively linked to well-being on many levels, including improved academic and athletic performance, better rehabilitative recovery, better mental health, and greater happiness.4 Real hope is the necessary optimism that encourages action to tackle life’s obstacles, such as changing poor lifestyle choices to improve one’s health. False hope is an illusory promise sold as definitive “life hacks.” For instance, no amount of “age rejuvenation cream” is going to reverse aging. When it comes to self-help books, the Latin dictum caveat emptor (“let the buyer beware”) is operative. But there is a sort of science to self-help, and it is possible to distinguish between valuable, veridical advice and specious, empty promises.5 I trust readers will recognize that this book dispenses the former and not the latter.


On Becoming a De Facto Global Therapist

I have always had an interest in criminal psychology, clinical psychology, and psychiatry, and I toyed with the possibility of pursuing my studies in those areas. I opted against that for two reasons. First, I did not want to immerse myself in the dark aspects of the human condition, as I did not think that my personality would allow me to compartmentalize my professional work away from my personal feelings. The thought of dealing with people who impart misery onto others or those who are victims of other people’s destructive behaviors did not sit well with me. Second, many of the therapeutic approaches in the mental health professions have historically been rooted in anti-scientific quackery.6 (I would argue—and have argued—that the early psychoanalytic pioneers Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung fall into this category of highly celebrated quacks.)

Even though I eventually forged a career at the intersection of evolutionary psychology and consumer psychology, my earlier interests in mental health have materialized in several ways. In two of my previous books, I discussed the evolutionary roots of the dark side of consumption, to be found, for instance, in pathological gambling, eating disorders, compulsive buying, and pornographic addictions.7 I have also published scientific papers on obsessive-compulsive disorder, suicide, and Munchausen syndrome by proxy, examining these topics through an evolutionary lens.8 I soon discovered that because my work—including my popular YouTube program—positioned me as a public intellectual and afforded me a large public platform, I was often asked for my advice on innumerable topics ranging from personal relationships to fighting woke ideology, from life objectives and educational paths to diet tips. Moreover, I found that when I gave advice, it was among the popular content I offered over the internet. Without ever having aspired to this position, I found that I was becoming a personal therapist with a global reach. This book is one result of that—and a natural complement to my last book, The Parasitic Mind: How Infectious Ideas Are Killing Common Sense, which was about how to avoid the innumerable negative consequences of bad thinking. As a professional behavioral scientist my usual mode of analysis and presentation is descriptive. The Saad Truth about Happiness is much more prescriptive in my newfound role as a global therapist. This book is about how to improve your life—and be happier—by making smarter decisions. I should add that my last name, Saad, means “felicity, happiness, and prosperity” in Arabic, so if one were a fatalist he might conclude that I was meant to write a book about happiness.



Existential Gratitude and a Happy Disposition

In my book The Parasitic Mind, I recounted how my family and I escaped the brutality of the Lebanese civil war in the mid-1970s. I faced many brushes with death during my Lebanese childhood, and that has given me a tremendous appreciation for life, and a feeling of existential gratitude. Sure, I might face some trials and tribulations, as we all do, but at least I enjoy life in a free society. Another source of existential gratitude comes from this: My parents got married when my father was twenty and my mother nearly sixteen. They quickly had three children. I came along ten years after that. I was an “accidental” pregnancy, and my mother was dead set on getting an abortion. As the story goes, my parents had an argument about it. My dad was opposed to abortion on principle, but my mother was insistent that she was going to abort me. Finally, my father asked my mother’s best friend, a Syrian woman named Ihsan, to intervene. On the fateful day of the scheduled abortion, Ihsan pleaded with my mother: “Are you sure you want to do this? You don’t know what this child might amount to in life.” My mother proceeded to the clinic unmoved by this last-minute appeal. As they arrived at the top of the stairs, my mother stopped in her tracks and announced to her friend that she had changed her mind, and here I am typing these words nearly six decades later. My mother first told me this story as a means of reminding me that I owed her my life (a common trait among some Lebanese Jewish mothers!) and proceeded to tell me euphemistically that I had come very close to being “fish food.” How lovely!

Life is a wondrous thing. It is statistically improbable that any one of us should exist. We are the result of a unique combination of DNA. And we should be grateful for it. We should be happy. And I can assure you, I am happy.

In the fall of 2021, I hosted media personality Glenn Beck on my show.9 Our chat opened like this (edited slightly for clarity):


Glenn: You know, Gad, I was just thinking as I was walking in the studio: I so enjoy you. I watch you. I listen to you…. And you know what’s weird is, I associate you with “happy, joyful.”… That’s how I was just thinking: I was so excited to talk to you and I was thinking, like, why? What’s the last time we talked? What were we talking about?… I cannot remember but I just remember it’s associated in my head with happiness.

Me: You know that is such a sweet thing of you to say… and not to engage in shameless plugging right after such a lovely compliment, but my next book [this one] is about how to live the good happy life and it is precisely based on the fact that people say the types of things that you tell me; and I said, “Well, why don’t I put it in a recipe book and see what comes out.”



Or, as one individual wrote to me on Twitter: “I envy the way you have mastered the art of enjoying life.”10 Could my happy disposition work against me in writing this book? On one of my many trips to the university library to pick up a book on philosophical approaches to happiness, my wife, who had joined me on that outing, looked at me and said: “You need to be less happy and less smiley if you want people to follow your advice. No one wants to follow the advice of someone who is too comfortable and content.” She thought that to be regarded as authentic and genuine, I needed to exude an austere aura of wisdom gained through suffering. But I disagree with this assessment. While I am fortunate enough to have been endowed with a sunny disposition, that is only half the equation (the half that comes, roughly speaking, from genes); the other half comes from conscious choices, our unique life trajectories, or environmental factors that we can, in part, control.11 In other words, all people, from the most sullen and gloomy to the most effusive and effervescent, can implement behavioral and cognitive strategies that might augment their well-being irrespective of their starting set points.12

My wife has, herself, an uncanny ability to see the positive in most situations. She is much like the realtor who quickly comes up with positive rebuttals to counter any negative assessments from prospective home buyers. If a husband and wife complain that the house does not have a swimming pool, the realtor will remind them that they have young children and hence it might be safer that no pool is available. If the client complains about the highway noise, the realtor will suggest that the highway’s proximity will allow for a quicker commute. Negatives can often be turned into positives, and this “silver lining” mindset is truly a vaccine against life’s vagaries. It is well in line with a key precept from Stoicism. As Epictetus famously opined: “It’s not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters.” He also stated: “There is only one way to happiness and that is to cease worrying about things which are beyond the power of our will.”13 These brilliant ancient insights are at the heart of one of the most empirically validated approaches in psychotherapy, namely cognitive behavior therapy, or CBT.14 Many forms of suboptimal behavior or mental frailty stem from disordered thinking. CBT is a process by which a therapist helps a client identify faulty reasoning and the corresponding behavior patterns that ultimately lead to negative downstream effects. That Epictetus offered a precursor to CBT is a perfect segue to the next chapter, which explores ancient wisdom as well as current empirical insights on happiness. Thank you for joining me on this journey. I hope that this book offers you a pathway to being happier.





CHAPTER TWO Ancient and Modern Wisdom Regarding the Good Life


There is not any thing in this world, perhaps, that is more talked of, and less understood, than the business of a happy life [emphasis in original]. It is every man’s wish and design; and yet not one of a thousand that knows wherein that happiness consists.1

—Seneca

But it is a misfortune that the concept of happiness is such an indeterminate concept that, although every human being wishes to attain this, he can still never say determinately and consistently with himself what he really wishes and wills.2

—Immanuel Kant



For thousands of years, philosophers and theologians have offered prescriptions for what makes a good life and how to pursue the good life. The emphases can differ, of course. If you are an orthodox Jew, for example, there are 613 mitzvot (religious rules) and 10 commandments. These do not guarantee you earthly happiness, but they will make God very happy. Christianity warns against the seven deadly sins (pride, lust, gluttony, envy, greed, wrath, and sloth) that are antithetical to a good life and separate one from God. But few, if any, philosophical traditions are as concerned with the good life as that produced by the ancient Greeks.3

After completing my MBA in 1990, I set off on a backpacking tour of six European countries (France, Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Italy, and Greece). While in Greece, my travel buddy and I visited five Greek islands (Corfu, Santorini, Naxos, Crete, and Folegandros). While sitting at a sleepy café on one of the islands (I can’t remember which one), I struck up a conversation with a Greek individual who had lived in the United States. I teased him, saying, “How come we never hear of Greece in the news?” He paused for a moment and said: “When you are responsible for Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, you don’t need to do anything else. We’ve contributed more than enough to the enrichment of the world.” He was right. But the Greeks did a lot more than offer us the three giants of philosophy; they created the philosophical, artistic, cultural, and political grounding of the Western world.

My friend and fellow Lebanese bestselling author Nassim Taleb has stated that the field of psychology is useless because all one needs to do to understand human nature is to study the ancient Greeks. He is perhaps playfully, bombastically overstating the case, but he is certainly correct that when it comes to philosophical treatises on the pursuit of a happy and enriched life, few traditions are as rich as that of the ancient Greeks, though they do, of course, have many competitors. Tim Lomas, a psychologist who specializes in the study of well-being, has, along with three of his coauthors, compiled a history of the philosophy of happiness from the ancient Egyptians to the Enlightenment.4 He has also examined how happiness has been depicted in art over the past one thousand years in the West.5 Another history of happiness comes from Darrin McMahon.6 McMahon explains that the ancient Greeks started as fatalists, believing that a person’s happiness was determined by the gods. But subsequent Greek philosophers—like Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics—recognized that happiness could be achieved by human action. While many of these later philosophical schools contested with one another, they agreed that happiness was a result of human agency. This was a major advance in the study of happiness. In the Christian tradition, following the lead of Saint Augustine, happiness is to be found in an ever closer relationship with God, in prayer, in service to others, and in living the virtues taught by Jesus. Within the non-Western traditions, the ancient Chinese philosophies of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism have their own varied guidelines for living the good life, from the importance of filial piety, to living in accord with nature, to transcending material problems through meditation.7

More recently, happiness has become a subject not just for philosophers and theologians but for scientists, armed with empirical studies. Over the past twenty-five years or so, many influential psychologists have turned their attention to an examination of happiness.8 This includes the father of positive psychology, Martin Seligman, along with other leading academic psychologists including Laurie Santos (who created The Science of Well-Being course at Yale University and The Happiness Lab podcast), David Lykken (author of Happiness: The Nature and Nurture of Joy and Contentment), Sonja Lyubomirsky (author of The How of Happiness), Daniel Gilbert (author of Stumbling on Happiness), and Jonathan Haidt (author of The Happiness Hypothesis), among others. Much of the empirical research focuses on the various factors that are linked to happiness.9 But there is also the question of what happiness produces. Perhaps the most concrete reason to be happy is that it affects our health.


Happiness as an Elixir of Health

Often, when we study human behavior, we see that something can be both the antecedent to an outcome as well as the result of an outcome, and it is important to distinguish between the two. For example, we know that men with higher levels of circulating testosterone (an antecedent variable) are more likely to be aggressive.10 But we also know that men’s testosterone levels increase when they drive a Porsche (an outcome effect).11

When we study the relationship between happiness and health, we can see both antecedent variables and outcome effects. It is not surprising to find that poor health (as an antecedent variable) can have a negative effect on one’s happiness. But it is interesting to note that being happy can lead to better health outcomes.12 How does happiness improve health? First, it has been shown that happy people are more likely to exercise, eat a healthy diet, and engage in other health-promoting behaviors.13 Second, people who are happier exhibit a broad range of good health markers, from lower cortisol levels and less inflammation to lower blood pressure.14

Mental health is another benefit of happiness. Happy people are less likely to say, “I need to make the best possible decision” (fretting over getting a maximum benefit) and more likely to say, “I’ll look for a winning alternative that is good enough” (being satisfied with an acceptable outcome). Happy people are also less likely to fall prey to the influence of social comparisons; their well-being is less contingent on the successes and failures of others. In their own lives, happy people tend to find the silver lining in whatever happens.15 This is a trait, or a mindset, that can be nurtured or trained, as in cognitive behavior therapy; it can stand independent of genetics.



Do Some Personality Types Promote Happiness?

Certain things, of course, are genetically fixed. People are born with two eyes, two kidneys, one heart, ten fingers, and ten toes. These traits are now fixed within the human genome, defining human anatomy.16 While humans are identical to one another when it comes to fixed traits, the key variable on which we most clearly differ is our personality. Psychologists refer to personality traits as individual differences precisely because humans are extraordinarily heterogeneous in how they score on a very broad spectrum of such traits. How many personality traits are there? There have been many worthy attempts to create an exhaustive taxonomy of them. In 1936, Gordon W. Allport and Henry S. Odbert utilized a lexical analysis of the Webster’s New International Dictionary (1925 edition) to generate 17,953 personality-related traits (out of roughly 400,000 words).17 Of course, many of these words might be collapsed under a singular heading because they are essentially synonymous with one another. This has led several other psychologists to utilize various statistical techniques such as factor analysis to reduce the larger set of variables down to a much more manageable number, including Raymond Cattell’s 16 Personality Factors model (consisting of 16 traits), and the now widely known Big Five test or OCEAN, which measures openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism.18

Why has evolution retained a heterogeneity of personality traits? In other words, why do we not all have some fixed optimal personality profile in the same way that we have evolved other fixed traits that do not vary across people? Evolutionary psychologists have offered compelling adaptive reasons to explain personality differences,19 human universals, cross-cultural differences due to biological reasons, and cross-cultural differences stemming from non-biological reasons.20 It is clear that evolution has not selected a singular optimal personality profile because no such profile exists across all possible varied landscapes. Personality A might be optimal in environment Y whereas personality B might be best suited for environment X. In evolutionary terms, there are no universal selection pressures to eradicate individual personality differences among people across the globe.

That is not to say, however, that certain personality traits don’t make us happier than others. A recent meta-analysis exploring the correlations between the Big Five character traits and well-being, and the traits of honesty-humility, emotionality, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness (known as the HEXACO typology) and well-being, provided a resounding yes to the question of whether our personalities affect our subjective sense of happiness and psychological well-being.21 Neuroticism and emotionality were negatively correlated with well-being, whereas the other traits were positively correlated with well-being. A person who is extraverted, agreeable, conscientious, open, and honest-humble and who scores low on neuroticism and emotionality has the ideal personality architecture to be happy. That our personality affects our well-being and happiness has been confirmed in an earlier meta-analysis examining 137 personality traits.22

Another way to divide the data is to separate out different aspects of life and see how much these weigh on one’s sense of well-being. For example, a study in Mexico identified seven key domains of life: health, economic, job, family, personal, friendship, and community environment, and found that the first five were the most highly correlated to life satisfaction.23 But it is also true that people with essentially the same life circumstances—the same levels of good health, prosperity, occupation, family concord, and personal achievement—can have very different levels of happiness. The data show that those who have a “good enough” mindset (who think scoring 70 out of 100 in satisfaction in these domains is fine) are happier than those with a “maximizing” mindset (who think they need to score 90 out of 100 in these domains).24 Happiness is in part a product of our own decision-making and what we demand of life; it is part of a mindset. It might come to us naturally, or we can train ourselves to think in a more optimistic, happier fashion, and enjoy the resultant health benefits, just as we might train ourselves to diet and exercise. It’s a choice.



Does Wealth Lead to Happiness?

I recently watched the first season of the documentary television series Narco Wars about narcotraffickers in Colombia and Mexico. The cartel leaders profiled in the show had amassed immense personal wealth and wielded extraordinary power, but I was struck at how similar their circumstances were before they were ultimately captured or killed. Whether we are referring to Pablo Escobar (Medellín Cartel), the brothers Gilberto José Rodríguez Orejuela and Miguel Ángel Rodríguez Orejuela (Cali Cartel), or more recently Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán (Sinaloa Cartel), they are always apprehended in some nondescript apartment cowering or hiding in some dark space, often a secret compartment or tunnel. The same was true when American soldiers captured the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, who was hiding in an earthen hole. All of the wealth and power in the world was insufficient to protect these villains from their ignoble common destiny.

From an evolutionary perspective, it is easy to understand why these men would be driven to amass power and money. We can even explain their psychopathic brutality. But it seems unlikely that their power and money, and their amoral willingness to use any means necessary to acquire it, brought them happiness or contentment or even a sense of purpose or meaning once justice caught up with them. In the end, all they had was fear and humiliation.

These might be extreme examples, but they raise the perennial question: Does wealth make people happier? For nearly fifty years, economists who study the economics of personal happiness have been accumulating data on this question and debating what they have found. In 1974, economist Richard Easterlin showed that greater income was associated with greater happiness for individuals, but not so at the aggregate national level.25 Therein lies the so-called Easterlin paradox, where wealthier individuals are generally happier, but wealthier nations are not—at least not necessarily, as several more recent studies have indicated that richer countries do produce happier individuals.26 The question then becomes: Is there an inflection point after which more money does not lead to greater happiness? The relationship between money and happiness is not a straightforward one. If you are so poor that you are unable to meet your most basic needs, you are unlikely to be happy. But beyond a certain income level, can wealth actually decrease happiness? Was the late rapper The Notorious B.I.G. correct with his “Mo Money Mo Problems” song? Several studies have found that beyond a plateau of $75,000 per year, an individual’s sense of well-being does not increase. This apparently well-grounded data has, however, itself been challenged by a more recent study arguing that higher levels of wealth correlate to greater well-being across the full range of income levels.27

Take all the big-picture data, and you could say: it all depends. But we can also consider the anecdotal evidence—or rather, a smaller set of data, involving lotteries. My father, for instance, is an avid purchaser of lottery tickets. One of his favorite games is Lotto 6/49. (Choose six numbers out of forty-nine; you hit the jackpot when you get all six numbers right.) One day, when I was talking with students in my office, my dad called me and asked me to recommend six numbers for him to pick. I said, “Dad, I’m busy.” But he insisted: “Come on, just give me six numbers quickly!” I replied, “Okay, fine, 1-2-3-4-5-6,” to which he said, “Well, if you are not going to answer me seriously, there is no point asking you.” This combination of seemingly ordered numbers has the exact same probability of being generated as any other combination, even though people wrongly presume otherwise. I share this story because lottery winners offer one of the more interesting areas of research on the links between money and happiness. Early research found that lottery winners were not happier than a control group of individuals. More recent work has documented an increase in life satisfaction but not in a corresponding increase in happiness.28 A windfall will undoubtedly reduce one’s worries about financial security. But it will not necessarily improve one’s long-term existential happiness, because choosing six lucky numbers and reaping the windfall does not, by itself, give one a resilient, optimistic mindset, or improve one’s decision-making, or provide a sense of purpose, meaning, or accomplishment in life. When you achieve great things, be it launching a successful business, graduating from medical school, or raising a happy family, you experience a lasting sense of pride. Not so with having a winning lottery ticket.

Several members of my nuclear family have been quite wealthy at various times. One of my relatives owned several Ferraris, each of which he would dismantle upon receipt to customize it to his liking. He also owned an Aston Martin Lagonda and an outrageously detailed Jeep (with gigantic wheels). This was part and parcel of his extraordinarily lavish lifestyle. His entire identity was rooted in pecuniary pursuits. I warned him long ago that life should not be solely measured by an accumulation of conspicuous luxury items, but he ignored my pleas for temperance and perspective. Fast-forward two decades, he has lost his fortune and now lives a quiet, modest life—more modest than he would like. Still, it is hard to feel sorry for him, because he was financially irresponsible. He thought the money train would always be around, ready to take him to the next station of conspicuous debauchery. But eventually the money train derailed. This lavish spending explains how athletes, actors, and other obscenely wealthy people can accumulate unimaginable wealth and yet eventually file for bankruptcy. I was never impressed by the wealth of some of my family members. If anything, I was viewed as the black sheep because I seemed far less interested in material things than in ideas. Even as a young kid, I would rather discuss philosophy than the next model of Jaguar or Porsche someone was planning on leasing. Material possessions can be here today and gone tomorrow, and if your happiness is tied up in them, it too can be here today and gone tomorrow. But happiness, as a product of a mindset that combines curiosity, the joy of perpetual intellectual discovery, and an appreciation of life’s experiences, can be more lasting.



A Nobel Prize or Money?

In my academic career, I have had the honor of meeting and interacting with several Nobel Prize winners (or eventual winners). My first such experience was as a first-year doctoral student at Cornell University when I took Richard Thaler’s behavioral decision theory course. Thaler went on to win the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 2017. In 1992, as a young doctoral student, if memory serves me right, I met Professor Daniel Kahneman (and/or perhaps his long-time collaborator Amos Tversky), one of the great thinkers on the topic of decision-making. In 2002, as a visiting professor at the University of California at Irvine, I predicted to my MBA class that Kahneman would win the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences. Less than twenty-four hours later, I learned that he had. I also had brief communications with the other 2002 Nobel laureate in economics, Vernon L. Smith, as well as with Paul Greengard, a 2000 Nobel Prize winner in physiology/medicine, and with Kip Thorne, winner of the Nobel Prize in Physics in 2017.

While each of these encounters was memorable, none was quite as awe-inspiring as when Herb Simon, winner of the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 1978, visited Cornell University in 1993. My doctoral supervisor knew him well and hence had met him for lunch. I was miffed at the time that I had not been invited to join them, but my disappointment was attenuated when my supervisor sent me a memo (which I still have somewhere) telling me how Simon had praised some of my work. I share these brushes with Nobel Prize winners to contrast how I define wealth (the richness of one’s life experiences) with how my more materialistically inclined family members define wealth. During a trip to Rio de Janeiro, I had shared my excitement at meeting the great Herb Simon, one of the truly great polymaths of the twentieth century. Rather than sharing in my excitement, my relative smugly stated: “Who the hell is this guy? I can probably buy him five hundred times over.” To which I retorted, “Perhaps, but while five hundred people will wait in line to hear him speak, no one cares what you have to say.” So there you have it: two ways to accumulate wealth—through amassing brilliant moments or amassing piles of dollars. Both have their points, but the former can enrich your soul; the latter, if it is all you value, can rot it.



Cultural Determinants of Happiness

Is the pursuit of wealth as a proxy for happiness found in all cultures? What is the relationship between culture and happiness? In science we have what we call the WEIRD bias, which refers to an overreliance on research conducted in Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic societies, and the presumption that those findings are then globally generalizable.29 In research into happiness it is clear that while some factors are universally valid, others are dependent on culture.30 Happiness itself is a universal desire. In a survey of forty-two countries, only 1 percent of respondents said they never thought of happiness as an ultimate life objective, while 69 percent said that happiness was highly important to them.31 It is also universally true that married people are happier than single people and that extroverts are happier than introverts.32 Culture, however, is a major factor in determining the extent to which happiness is shaped by eudaimonia (the pursuit of meaning) versus hedonism (the pursuit of pleasure).33 Individualist cultures place greater importance on hedonistic pursuits than do their collectivist counterparts.

The World Happiness Report34 provides a yearly ranking of countries on the basis of reported happiness. The Scandinavian countries consistently lead the world when it comes to national happiness. The top ten countries in the 2012 inaugural rankings were Denmark, Finland, Norway, the Netherlands, Canada, Switzerland, Sweden, New Zealand, Australia, and Ireland.35 The 2021 rankings were strikingly similar: Finland, Denmark, Switzerland, Iceland, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Luxembourg, New Zealand, and Austria.36 The United States came in at #11 in 2012 and #19 in 2021. Not surprisingly, freer societies have happier people than do more repressive societies. One explanation for Nordic happiness was summarized thus: “The Nordic countries are characterized by a virtuous cycle in which various key institutional and cultural indicators of [a] good society feed into each other including well-functioning democracy, generous and effective social welfare benefits, low levels of crime and corruption, and satisfied citizens who feel free and trust each other and governmental institutions.” The study also notes that “early analyses quantifying welfare as an aggregate measure of government welfare spending, like the percentage of GDP devoted to public welfare programs, tended to find no link between welfare expenditure and happiness, or even a negatively-correlated link. Government spending as such thus seems not to be clearly linked to greater or worse life satisfaction….”37 It seems, then, that when it comes to a welfare state, what matters to Scandinavian citizens is, for the most part, a generalized sense of economic security and the sense that the welfare state supports well-functioning public institutions, including education and public transport. But high government spending and the taxes that support them do not themselves produce happiness, and in fact can produce the exact opposite. I can say definitively as a highly productive resident of a deeply socialist society—in Quebec, Canada—that I have no such sense of economic security or of well-functioning institutions when the state’s deeply confiscatory tax system “allows” me to retain only roughly one-third of my income (once all taxes are accounted for). Indeed, this makes me extremely depressed and unhappy and resentful that the government appears to think that it “owns” me, or at least most of my earnings. Personally, I believe that the only path to true happiness is one of minimal governmental intrusion into our lives and our bank accounts. In Canada, the income tax was originally levied in 1917 as a “temporary” measure, but as the economist and Nobel laureate Milton Friedman memorably opined, “Nothing is so permanent as a temporary government program.”38 I find such taxation more soul-destroying than life-affirming; it certainly does not make me happy! And that leads me to another point.



Happiness as a Positional Emotion

Some view happiness as a non-comparative metric. That is, my happiness and my standards for feeling happy have nothing to do with you or yours. But while this might be true for some contributing factors to happiness, the evidence seems pretty clear that happiness is also, in part, shaped by a comparative calculus. We are a social species that cares deeply about our relative standing when compared to relevant others. This is the whole premise behind social comparison theory39 and what lies behind the adage “keeping up with the Joneses.” It is also at the root of the concepts of “positional goods” and the “positional economy” as explained by Cornell economist Robert Frank in two of his books.40 Take, for example, winner-take-all markets wherein countless individuals compete for one large reward that will ultimately go to one individual, or at best a few people (as in auditions for the leading roles in a blockbuster movie). Inherent to such markets is the relative performance of the competitors to one another rather than some absolute metric of success. The end result, though, is that one person or a few people will achieve maximal happiness whilst the others will be dejected by yet another rejection. From a collectivist perspective, this is a suboptimal allocation of happiness. Ecstasy for one or the few, and misery for many.

Particularly in the era of social media, social comparisons can lead to nefarious downstream effects. Everyone posts his best self on social media, so there is a tendency to overestimate how happy, successful, and content he is, and there is a danger, for some, in concluding, “Everyone on Facebook is travelling to exotic places, getting married, having wonderful promotions; and my life sucks!” For young people this is an especial problem, and the power of social comparison within cliques is oftentimes the central theme in films capturing teenage angst, because it is such a common occurrence. The 2015 film The DUFF (Designated Ugly Fat Friend) addresses this issue in a comical manner. Within any group of popular kids, there is always a “lesser” member, which serves to augment the attractiveness of the other group members via the contrast effect.

The extent to which people care about relative versus absolute metrics is captured well when it comes to one’s salary. Suppose I were to ask you to choose between two options: 1) you receive a $600 salary increase and your colleague receives $800; or 2) you receive a $500 salary increase as does your colleague.41 Note that if you choose option 1, you are left with more money in your pocket than if you were to choose option 2. From a strict income maximization perspective (the so-called rational choice), option 1 should always be preferred. But of course, humans are a social species endowed with a calculus for fairness and equitable distribution, so many people will end up preferring option 2. This is surprising to no one other than economists who preach the glory of Homo economicus (a mythical creature of hyperrationality that exists solely in their stunted imaginations). What applies to money applies also to the most basic of all Darwinian pursuits, sex. At first glance, it might be reasonable to assume that all other things being equal, the more sex we have, the happier we’ll be.42 But while our happiness is positively determined by the frequency of sex that we have, it is also negatively correlated to the frequency of sex that those around us are engaging in.43 Hence, for people to be maximally happy, they should marry a spouse with a high libidinal drive and surround themselves with friends who are Catholic priests and nuns: a guaranteed pathway to happiness!

Happiness is not only a positional emotion, it is a social contagion. That is, it spreads through networks of friends. A network analysis on data from the Framingham Heart Study found that happiness spreads to up to three degrees of separation in a network.44 In other words, beware of how unhappy or happy your friends are; their misery or elation might infect you!

Happiness is a comparative emotion in at least one additional way. In a study of Olympic medalists, bronze medalists were found to be happier than silver medalists.45 At first, this might seem counterintuitive in that finishing second should trigger greater satisfaction and happiness than finishing third. If happiness in this case, however, is shaped by counterfactual thinking (comparing one’s situation against what might have been), the silver medalist will likely compare herself against the gold medalist, while the bronze medalist will likely compare herself to those who received no medal at all. Viewed from this perspective, the silver medalist becomes disappointed whereas the bronze medalist is ecstatic. Our happiness is in part shaped by such comparative analyses. This is precisely why firms are so careful to manage their customers’ expectations—because they know a consumer’s satisfaction level is determined in part not by some preestablished absolute level of service, but by their expectations. So, if Amazon tells you this book is sold out, but Amazon has reordered it and it will be on your doorstep in four weeks, and then Amazon delivers it in one week—what do you think of Amazon?



The Peak-End Rule

The way we assess our happiness—as a measure of pleasurable or painful experiences—is hardly objective. Suppose that you went away on a one-week vacation, and at the end of each day, you ranked how great that day was. Now let’s envision three scenarios. In scenario one, your first six days were horrible, marked by rainy weather and the flu. On the seventh day, however, the weather cleared, and you felt great. You gave the first six days 10 points each and the last day 100 (on a scale from 0–100 capturing “worst day ever” to “best day ever”). In scenario two, every day was wonderful with a consistent daily score of 80 points. In scenario three, your first three days were very bad (each with a score of 20), the fourth day was fantastic (score of 90), and the last three days were very bad (each with a score of 20). If you were to add up the total happiness of each of the three scenarios, they would be: 160, 560, and 210. Clearly, from an aggregate perspective, scenario two is the one that should be remembered as the best. But Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman has shown with his “peak-end” model that most people will judge an overall experience by its peak,46 meaning that many people will remember the first or third scenario as the better vacation because they reached higher peaks (and especially the first scenario because the peak was at the end).

As an evolutionary behavioral scientist, I’m always interested in examining the Darwinian reasons that explain the architecture of the human mind. So the obvious question is, why do people assess their happiness in the ways predicted by the peak-end rule? Kahneman nailed it when he stated: “Memory wasn’t designed, you know, to measure ongoing happiness or to measure total suffering. For survival, you really don’t need to put a lot of weight on duration—on the duration of experiences. It’s how bad they are and whether they end well. I mean, that is really the information that you need for an organism. And so there are very good evolutionary reasons for the peak and end rule and for the neglect of duration. It leads to, you know, in some cases, to absurd results.”47 But those are the results, nevertheless.



The Mismatch Hypothesis as an Impediment to Happiness

Much modern unhappiness stems from evolutionary adaptations that were beneficial in the past but that are a mismatch with our modern-day environments. Our gustatory preferences, as coded by our taste buds, are a telling manifestation of this point. These evolved to solve a recurring and endemic evolutionary problem—namely, our ancestors faced environments that were defined by caloric uncertainty and scarcity. From this perspective, it is natural for us to prefer high caloric foods, such as a fatty steak or a rich chocolate mousse or potato chips, to raw carrots or celery. But now, in societies where caloric scarcity is largely a thing of the past, and where we live more sedentary lives, this evolutionary adaptation that has us favor high caloric foods is no longer aligned with the current reality. In the science of evolutionary medicine, this is known as the mismatch hypothesis, and it captures the global epidemiology of the lifestyle diseases that plague us in the modern world; in short, to understand some of our current health ailments (physical and mental), we need to appreciate the incongruity between how our brains and bodies have evolved and modern environments.48 The pursuit of happiness can be analyzed with a similar evolutionary lens, looking at modern environments, how they conform or depart from traits we have acquired through evolution, and how we respond to them.49 For example, why is it that so many people who live in major metropolitan areas feel lonely? They are surrounded by literally millions of people, yet they feel all alone. This is because there is a mismatch between contemporary urban living and the evolutionary environments in which our ancestors evolved, typically consisting of small bands of up to 150 people (known as Dunbar’s number).50 Such environments allow for the formation of deep emotive and affiliative bonds that cater to our evolved need for meaningful social interaction. You might cross paths with a thousand or more people on your way to or from work and yet feel alone in an endless sea of strangers: innumerable people, alone together.

As parents, we raise our children with the “stranger danger” maxim. Of course, it makes perfect evolutionary sense to be wary of strangers on occasion, but strangers also present many new opportunities for future friendships. After all, a stranger today might become your best friend eventually. And it is clear that deep, meaningful friendships constitute a central feature of a happy life, an insight that Aristotle made long ago.51 Several papers and one recent book have documented how connecting with strangers can contribute to our happiness and well-being, be it when sitting on a plane, taking the subway, or interacting with the barista.52 We can take the impersonal nature of the big city and turn it into an environment that mimics the past, the reality in which we evolved, creating de facto tribes or small communities within giant cities.

In writing this book, I often went to a local café. There is a table at the back of the establishment that has become “my” table. On one visit to the café, my son accompanied me and, scouting ahead, informed me that “my” table was occupied. What? Given my routinized behavior, it took me a moment to recover from the indignity of having to find a new table. The gentleman occupying my table, who had noticed my surprised reaction, approached me and asked if I wanted to have “my” table back. We introduced ourselves and then I realized that he was the new owner of the café. He asked me if he could offer my son and me something on the house (I got an espresso and my son a pistachio cookie), and I invited him to join us at “my” table. We started to chat, at which point I found out that he was half Pakistani and half Persian, and I shared with him a bit about my background (Lebanese Jewish). He was excited to find out that I was the author of The Parasitic Mind because the previous owner of the café had purchased a copy of my book and placed it up front on the café’s bookshelf. His dad’s wife (his parents are divorced) had previously remarked to him that she had purchased a copy of my book. He then found out that I had been a frequent guest on Joe Rogan’s show and that I hosted my own popular show (The Saad Truth). In those few minutes, we bonded by an act of hospitality and friendship. As he got up to leave “my” table, he said, “You’re so low-key.” This meeting took place the day prior to my travelling to Florida to deliver a lecture at an event organized by Hillsdale College, as well as my appearing on Tucker Carlson’s podcast. I had a million things to do prior to travelling the next day, and yet I was more than happy to seize the moment and connect with someone who appeared to be a lovely, warm, and generous individual. I did not allow my situational stress and time pressure to derail me from this otherwise lovely encounter. This is a parable of how to live an enriching life. Be open to the endless opportunities that life throws at you. When serendipity comes knocking, answer the call. Also, be generous, not only with your time but in your hospitality. When guests come to our home, I expect them to put on weight given the tsunami of food that they are about to consume. Short of that, I have failed as a host. An openness of one’s spirit opens you to countless enriching moments, the totality of which makes a quilt amounting to a good life. As a side note, the owner just came up to me to pick up the empty dishes from “my” table. I advised him that I was writing a passage about our encounter, at which point he unleashed a radiant smile and said, “Thank you. That’s very flattering.”



Ideological Impediments to Happiness

I teach at a business school, so my teaching must have real-world applications. In all my courses, be they on evolutionary consumption, the psychology of decision-making, or consumer behavior, I always begin by laying the foundations of how evolutionary biology and evolutionary psychology are necessary to fully understand the human mind. When I first ask my students to explain how this knowledge might be relevant to marketers, they are oftentimes unsure what to answer. I quickly remind them that a great marketer or an effective advertiser is one who has a deep understanding of human nature. If you create advertising messages or design products that are congruent with our evolved expectations, you increase your odds of success. If you choose to target consumers whilst ignoring the biologically based preferences that shape our minds and bodies, you do so at your peril. Take for example romance novels. The readership for this genre is almost exclusively female. It is a form of fantasy escapism for women centered around a desirable male who fits an ideal archetype: he is tall; socially dominant or successful (a prince or a neurosurgeon); he has an impressive abdomen, including six-pack abs; and he’s a little dangerous and reckless and can only be tamed by the love of the female protagonist. From a marketing perspective, this is not difficult to understand. Women do not fantasize about pear-shaped men with high-pitched, nasal voices who suck their thumbs in a fetal position whilst having a good cry watching Bridget Jones’s Diary, when taking a break from playing video games all day in mom’s basement. That is not part of the repertoire of female fantasies. But for a moment, let us suppose that an ultra-progressive publisher of romance novels decided to break free from the shackles of “toxic masculinity” and boldly created a new line of books with a wimpy and sensitive male archetype, called the Brian Stelter line. This would impart unhappiness on all, both the female readers, since none of them likely fantasizes about Stelter types, and ultimately the company’s executives (and their bottom line). Commercial happiness (success) would only be restored when the company released the Gad Saad line.

What about socioeconomic and political systems? How are these related to human flourishing? To answer this question, I return to one of my favorite quotes, offered by the late Harvard entomologist E. O. Wilson. When asked about the failings of Marxism, he replied: “Good ideology. Wrong species.”53 As an expert on the social organization of ants, he knew that what might work in the largely egalitarian ant society (one reproductive queen, a few drones, and many workers) would not work in human societies. Humans are not as interchangeable as most ants are. We are far more differentiated in our talents, our personalities, our drives, and our abilities, and this natural heterogeneity leads to natural hierarchies. Humans thrive—in every way: economically and in their pursuit of happiness—when given the freedom to instantiate their individuality. This is precisely why East Germany had walls meant to stop its citizens from fleeing to the West. Too many East Germans knew that if they could escape from the “utopian egalitarianism” of communism, they would flourish and be happy in the capitalist West. It is the same reason that for more than six decades Cubans have risked shark-infested waters to seek freedom and happiness on the shores of the United States. Political and economic systems that are antithetical to human nature inevitably produce unhappiness. On the other side of the ledger, the economic freedom, competition, and prosperity produced by capitalism is a leading cause of Western happiness, including in the so-called social welfare states of Scandinavia, which are still capitalist societies.54 The real-world experiments of comparing socialist-communist countries and capitalist ones have been repeated on countless occasions, and the data could not be any clearer that socialist-communist societies produce poverty and misery and capitalist societies produce prosperity and happiness. And yet, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Bernie Sanders persist in their ideological delusions, unencumbered by the corrective historical evidence to the contrary.

Militant feminism (which, like socialism and communism, is something that I would call an “idea pathogen,” a bad idea that gets transmitted virally, largely by universities) is an ideology that has imparted immeasurable misery on millions of women, because it denies human nature and the reality of sexual differences. That men and women should be treated equally under the law (equity feminism) is a veridical position. But militant feminism has pursued the idea of sexual equality to the point of lunacy, arguing that any differences in behaviors between the sexes are manifestations of an evil patriarchy that must be eradicated. Take, for example, the old alleged double standard regarding human sexuality—namely, that promiscuous men are admired whereas promiscuous women are reviled. According to feminist ideology, this is a means by which the patriarchy keeps women in check. Say no to the patriarchy! Burn your bras, engage in meaningless one-night stands, and refrain from having children. Hey ladies, you are no different from men; and if they are promiscuous, you should be too! Millions of women answered that call, and yet the longitudinal data tracking women’s happiness levels have shown that the trends are going in the wrong direction. Specifically, over a thirty-five-year period, women’s levels of subjective well-being in the United States have declined both in an absolute sense as well as relative to men.55 This is perhaps not too difficult to explain: Convincing women about the virtues of one-night stands is certain to make men happier than women, at least in the short term. Unencumbered sex is seldom a path to happiness for women; it is marriage (which relies on commitment and trust), not promiscuity, that is positively correlated with happiness.56 This does not imply that women do not at times enjoy the pursuit of unencumbered sexual variety, but they certainly do not do so to the same extent as men.57 To recognize this obvious evolutionary fact does not make one a patriarchal misogynist but someone rooted in reality. It is incontestable that many postulates of militant feminism have been detrimental to women’s senses of happiness and well-being.

Larry Elder is a highly successful nationally syndicated radio host who espouses wise and commonsensical positions on politics and economics, and because these positions are designated dangerously “conservative” by the media elite, Elder (a black man) has even been referred to as the “black face of white supremacy” by apocalyptic progressives.58 Progressives are fully committed to diversity, inclusion, and equity (the DIE religion, as I coined it in The Parasitic Mind) and the advancement of people of color as long as such folks do not commit the unforgivable act of exhibiting personal agency and freedom of thought. When people of color violate edicts of progressive orthodoxy, they become white supremacists. Obviously.

Elder has long weighed in on the ills of the black community. Rather than blaming systemic racism, he argues that black people, like anyone else, can be successful in a free society like the United States. The reason for high rates of black poverty and crime is not “systemic racism,” but the absence of fathers in the lives of so many black families. The research showing that this is true is vast and has been known for decades, even if progressives prefer to ignore it or deny it or blame “systemic racism.”59 Elder, however, rightly recognizes that if we want to maximize people’s opportunities to live a good life, then we need to be honest and properly identify the real impediments rather than indulge in politically correct, “blame others,” faux causality.

Is one’s political orientation related to happiness and well-being? Numerous studies have established that conservatives report being happier than liberals, exhibit greater well-being, and possess a greater sense of meaning and purpose in life.60 Anecdotally, my public engagement in the culture wars seems to support this general premise, especially when you compare conservatives to the super-woke progressives, or, as I call them, the blue-haired Taliban, who are always angry, cantankerous, and miserable, and dedicated to radically altering society to create utopia (or, in fact, dystopia). Conservatives, on the other hand, tend to be happy and content because they are grounded in the eternal truths of humanity and human nature, have a much stronger sense of family and nurturing traditions, and have an appreciation for the order and ancient wisdom that has brought us Western democracy and capitalism. Progressives seek to eradicate the past—knocking down statues, rewriting textbooks, banning old books of which they disapprove—and start anew. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, whom I refer to as Occasional Cortex (apparently so does Michael Savage61), even wishes to dismantle existing buildings and refit them in a way that is consistent with the so-called Green New Deal. Those who have a burning desire to destroy the past—and the present—are unlikely to be happy. And their promise—or belief—that utopia is just around the corner is false and can never be fulfilled, which leads to further unhappiness.



Happiness without God?

If conservatives are happier than liberals, and conservatives are more religious than liberals, does that mean that religion makes people happier? For many people, life cannot have full purpose and meaning without a religious or spiritual component. I have long argued, though, that there are endless ways by which we can achieve a “spiritual” connection with nature, with others, and within ourselves without requiring that such connections be rooted in a supernatural ethos. While conducting my research for this book, I had to engage the thoughts of innumerable brilliant thinkers spanning several millennia. In doing so, I am intellectually connected to their ideas in a deeply meaningful and, one could say, spiritual manner. When I sit on a beach watching the sunset, I experience a deep reverence for the awe-inspiring beauty of nature without needing to root such a satisfying experience within a divine framework. That said, I fully understand that for most people, life is simply unsatisfying without a reverence for the divinely sacred, for God. Hence, even though I am a nonbeliever when it comes to the religious elements of my religion of birth, I am fully anchored in my Jewish identity and understand that religious belief is the rule when it comes to humanity, and I am part of a minority of unbelievers. Several years ago, I was asked to explain my ability to live a purposeful and meaningful life void of a guiding god. Here is what I wrote:


It is an affront to human dignity to suggest that purpose and meaning in one’s life can only be garnered via the belief in a deity. To lead a rich and righteous life is more laudable when pursued void of the “guiding” edicts of a dictatorial higher power. My life is fulfilling in endless earthly ways be it via my intellectual and scientific pursuits; my university teaching; the love that I share with my family members, beloved canine companions, and close friends; traveling to new lands to immerse myself in new cultures and awe-inspiring landscapes; nourishing my being with knowledge, music, art, and films; and innumerable other daily quests, each of which reminds me of the magic of life.

Carpe Diem (seize the day) is best instantiated when one recognizes the ephemeral and finite nature of our existence. There are no supernatural do-overs or eternal afterlives. My lack of religiosity makes it easier for me to appreciate the importance of every second, every minute, and every hour. You get one shot to experience life fully and hopefully make a difference. To assuage the existential angst inherent to our ever-looming mortality, I say: Fear not, immortality can be achieved but not via a religious-based afterlife. As a loving father to my children, I am effectively propagating my genes while as an author and professor I am disseminating my memes onto future generations. To recognize the evolutionary roots of our lifelong pursuits does not render them any less awe-inspiring. Instead, science and reason liberate us from the shackles of superstition by offering us a framework for understanding our shared humanity. Ultimately, we all have the capacity to treasure life and enrich the world in incalculable ways, each of which does not require adherence to religious dogma.62



As an evolutionist, I am well aware of the tension between science and religion generally, and evolution and religion in particular. That said, the late paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould argued that religion and science ought to peacefully coexist via the NOMA principle (non-overlapping magisteria): namely, they each tackle separate, non-overlapping questions (such as science explaining the natural world, while religion works on establishing moral truths). I personally reject this dichotomy as false because I believe that morality does not reside outside the reach of science (and can be explained by our evolution as a social species). In any case, in several of my previous books, I have discussed the evolutionary roots of religion,63 as well as the functional benefits reaped from religion.64 While I may not be a religious person, I fully appreciate that the default value is for humans to be believers. If so, does being religious make people happier? Religiosity and happiness generally exhibit a small positive correlation, though the findings have been quite mixed with some studies yielding no correlation between the two constructs.65 In other instances, the strength of the correlation has been shown to vary as a function of cultural settings.66 Of interest, spirituality (but not the extent of religious practice) has been shown to be a strong predictor of happiness in children.67

There is no single path for achieving happiness. Some cannot imagine being happy without God, while others reject the need for the supernatural and find that rejection no impediment to experiencing the good life. Happiness has many causal elements, including our genes and personalities, the culture in which we grow up, the political and economic system in which we live, the mindsets we adopt, and the decisions that we make. In the next chapter, I turn to two of the most important decisions when it comes to happiness.





CHAPTER THREE Key Life Decisions: The Right Life Partner and the Ideal Job


Of all forms of caution, caution in love is perhaps the most fatal to true happiness.1

—Bertrand Russell

Never continue in a job you don’t enjoy…. If you’re happy in what you’re doing, you’ll like yourself. And if you like yourself, you’ll have inner peace. And if you have that, along with physical health, you will have had more success than you could possibly have imagined.2

—Johnny Carson



If I were to ask you to name your most frequent purposive act, what would you answer? You probably did not say “decision-making” (but if you did you get a gold star). Decision-making is something we do all the time, every day, and with tremendous consequences. Forget about René Descartes’s I think, therefore I am; a more pointed and correct adage is I decide, therefore I am.3 Life is an interminable sequence of decisions. The choices we make have downstream effects, and few, if any, will be as consequential as our choice of job and our choice of spouse.4 These two choices are central to our happiness because they are where we spend our lives—at work and with our families. Accordingly, we’d better make the optimal decisions when it comes to these two sources of potential happiness—or potential misery.

I wake up on most days feeling very happy for three key reasons. First, I am fortunate to have that disposition. Second, I get to wake up next to my wife. She makes me happy in countless ways. You cannot get up on the wrong side of the bed if the one sharing the bed with you makes you happy! Third, as I mentally go through my to-do checklist for the looming day, I am always gleeful and brimming with anticipatory excitement at the innumerable opportunities that lie ahead. I might be spending some time working on my next academic paper, writing a few hundred words on my next book, teaching a class filled with inquisitive and bright students, holding a chat with a fascinating guest on my show The Saad Truth, having a consulting meeting with a client or hearing a pitch from a company that wishes to make me a business proposition, perhaps meeting with some of my graduate students whose theses and dissertations I am supervising, or making one or more media appearances. These are some of the recurring tasks of my daily professional life, and they each provide me with a deep sense of purpose and meaning. A life devoid of purpose is an unhealthy life. I mean that literally. It turns out that people over fifty who possess life purpose have greater protection against all-cause mortality.5 And for most of us our life’s purpose is deeply wrapped up with our work and family.

Aristotle argued that to live a good life requires phronesis (practical wisdom).6 At times, longitudinal scientific studies merely confirm that which your grandmother taught you (phronesis); and if your grandmother ever told you that there was wealth in having friends, she was absolutely right. Deep and meaningful relationships offer a direct path to happiness. Psychiatrist George Vaillant, former director of the multigenerational Harvard Study of Adult Development that has run for more than eight decades, noted that “when the study began, nobody cared about empathy or attachment. But the key to healthy aging is relationships, relationships, relationships.”7 He has also stated that “warm, intimate relationships are the most important prologue to a good life.”8 Psychiatrist Robert Waldinger, current director of the study, echoed Vaillant’s conclusions: “And when we gathered together everything we knew about them about at age 50, it wasn’t their middle-age cholesterol levels that predicted how they were going to grow old. It was how satisfied they were in their relationships. The people who were the most satisfied in their relationships at age 50 were the healthiest at age 80.”9 This insight was corroborated in a meta-analysis of 148 studies involving 308,849 people. The strength of one’s social relationships yielded a 50 percent increase in survival rates.10 Warm relationships offer a protective benefit, and none is more important to your happiness than your relationship with your spouse. It might be yet another cliché uttered by your grandmother, but a successful marriage makes for a happy life; and one of the keys to a successful marriage is open, honest, friendly, respectful communication. My wife and I never go to bed mad at one another, and we are much more likely to praise or appreciate each other than to criticize each other. Psychologist John Gottman has spent many decades studying marital patterns that lead to divorce. Not surprisingly, he found that spouses who act contemptuous of each other, or who are critical, defensive, or evasive in communicating with each other, are much more likely to get divorced.11


Mate Choice Is a Compensatory Process—You Can Make Up for Your Shortcomings

The One is a 2021 Netflix series based on the biological determinant premise that you can find your ideal marital match—namely, the one—by submitting your DNA to a central database where it can be matched with others’. But in reality, this is not how life works, largely because mate selection is what we might call a multi-attribute compensatory choice. Let me explain. If a tall man is generally considered more desirable than a short man, how is it that millions of shorter men attract beautiful women as sexual partners? The answer is that mate choice is compensatory, meaning that we can compensate for a shortcoming (forgive the pun) by scoring highly on other desirable traits. A tall man who opens his mouth and signals to the world that he is dumber than Occasional Cortex (Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez), a nearly impossible reality to achieve, might be less attractive to most women than a somewhat shorter man who is highly intelligent, charming, and socially dominant. How else do you think that I was able to marry my immeasurably lovely and beautiful wife? If you are unhappy with your romantic life, please realize that you can alter it. We have the power to improve our prospects in the mating market, and in doing so increase our chances at happiness. For instance, a young unemployed man living in mom’s basement playing video games is unlikely to find an orderly line of beautiful women wanting to marry him. But if he were to get a job, exhibit assertiveness and ambition, cut his greasy hair, wear attractive clothes, go to the gym regularly, and involve himself in active social circles, he would have a much better chance of finding an attractive mate. Similarly, a five-hundred-pound woman who attends body positivity seminars and rails against the patriarchy is unlikely to find an orderly line of studly, high-status men waiting to court her. But if she were to get off the proverbial couch, lose those excess 350 pounds or more, adopt a sunnier disposition, and travel in social circles that don’t hate men, she will certainly have a broader range of prospective suitors. And by the way, before my reader takes offense, I live my advice. I have lost a lot of weight myself; I consciously strive to be friendly and ambitious; and I have a very happy marriage.



Beware of Matchmakers!

I returned to my home city of Montreal in 1994 to start my career as a young and single assistant professor with a newly minted Ph.D. from Cornell University. Gleeful matchmakers abounded. After all, in some Jewish circles, it is a mitzah (a divinely prescribed good deed) to play the role of a matchmaker. Not surprisingly, not all matchmaking efforts prove successful. In my case, perhaps the most memorable failed attempt occurred when a couple who had been long-standing friends of my parents dropped by while I was visiting. The male friend asked if I’d be interested in meeting some beautiful Lebanese-Jewish and Syrian-Jewish women from the New York–New Jersey area. I shrugged, gave him a tepid affirmative, and he summoned me closer for a more intimate conversation. He said, “This professor thing you are doing, is this something that you are going to stick with? Because these girls are very wealthy, you know. Their families are very wealthy.” I mimicked his tone of confidentiality and replied: “You tell those girls that if they would be ashamed to marry a professor, and if their parents would be ashamed to have their daughters marry a professor, I’m unlikely to be interested in meeting them,” and I dismissed him with a hand gesture. Once the couple left and I was alone with my parents, how do you think they responded? The answer is: with exasperation! My mother (with my father’s approval) admonished me: “Why do you have such a sharp, venomous tongue? Why must you answer in this manner?” Apparently, my parents were not angered by the disrespectful idiocy of their friend but rather were annoyed by my sarcastic reaction to said idiocy. I share this story because there is a truly important life lesson here. When you get married, you are not merely marrying an individual with whom you might share great short-term chemistry. You are marrying their values, their beliefs, their mindset, and that of their family. If any of these additional layers show fissures of incompatibility, run away quickly.

I faced another dating disaster around the same time. I was introduced to a beautiful Syrian woman through a childhood acquaintance. Her parents were very keen on the match because on paper I was an ideal candidate (her dad was also a professor). I met with the parents alone (old-school) at a Lebanese sweets store. As we were leaving, the mother turned to me and said in Arabic: “You know, our daughter, she has not been opened up by a man [a euphemism for being a virgin].” While I am also from the Middle East, this struck me as rather vulgar. I did not think that one should discuss such deeply personal facts in public—a clear proof that acculturation matters, and that you might want to ensure that your family and that of your prospective mate exhibit cultural homophily. In any case, I responded awkwardly, “Ah, thanks for letting me know” (or something to that effect), and they gave me their blessing to go out with their daughter. My subsequent failed interaction with the daughter perfectly captures the tribalism of the Middle East. The family in question were Syrian Christians, and they were desperate to know whether I was a Christian or a Muslim (no other option seemed possible to them). With that in mind, the daughter spent 95 percent of her time trying to find out my religion without directly asking the question (as this might be considered gauche). I quickly recognized the pattern and decided to take her on a joyride of obfuscation (part of my ethos of viewing life as a playground). Once I had tired of her charade, I looked at her and coldly stated: “I’m your parents’ worst nightmare.” She asked what I meant by that comment. I called her out on her repeated attempts to find out whether I was Christian or Muslim. And I reiterated: “I’m your parents’ worst nightmare.” At that point, she answered with disdain: “What, you are Muslim?” I responded, “No. Much, much, worse.” She was utterly confused. She probably did not even imagine that Lebanese Jews and Syrian Jews existed. Once I advised her of my religious heritage, our date was essentially over. In the car ride back to her home, she leaned against the passenger door in order to maintain maximal distance from the Jew. Once we arrived at her apartment building, she almost jumped out of the moving car and furtively uttered, “Good luck to you,” to which I answered, “You mean with my disease? Say hello to your parents. I miss them.” Again, I share this story because it highlights the familial context in which mate choices are made. You are marrying not merely an individual but their values and those of their parents. If these do not match yours, the likelihood of a happy, long-lasting union is negligible. Love does not conquer all trials and tribulations. Some obstacles cannot be overcome.



The Ubiquity of the Matching Process

Many decisions that we make in life involve a matching process. For example, you might have heard that dog owners choose dogs that look like them, that there is a matching process between an individual’s morphological features and those of his dog. Science has indeed documented this phenomenon cross-culturally in the United States, Venezuela, and Japan.12 Of note, there is also a matching process between an owner’s personality and that of his dog, a link that was found using samples from Hungary and Austria.13 Anecdotally, I could have vouched for these findings from personal experience. Belgian Shepherds are regal, majestic, aristocratic, beautiful, athletic, and courageous. Is it any surprise that we own Belgian Shepherds? Another form of canine matching takes place at confirmation shows wherein judges choose a specific dog as the best in show. Perhaps the most famous confirmation show in the world is the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, which has been held since 1877. The key question is establishing what is meant by “best.” It seems rather awkward to compare an English Mastiff (that can weigh up to 230 pounds) to a Pomeranian (that can weigh up to 7 pounds). The height, weight, and other morphological features of these two dogs could not be any more different, and yet judges arrive to a final rating as to which of the two is best. How is this possible? They do so by a matching process. Specifically, they compare each dog against the standards of its breed, and the one that comes closest in matching these is chosen as the winner. Dog shows are a matching process. And so is much else.

For example, the matching process is also applied when consumers choose between a wide assortment of products. Self-congruity theory posits that consumers prefer products that best match important elements of their personhoods, be it their personalities or their values.14 Car purchases, for instance, can be matched, in the aggregate, to certain demographic groups, which show a preference for certain types of cars, as well as matched to people’s faces.15 When individuals (salesmen) recommend a product, they do so using a matching process, which can include a customer’s physical appearance (heavy or thin, round or angular).16

The matching process takes places in countless other important settings. High school counselors suggest student career paths on the basis of student academic and personality profiles. A similar matching process takes place when prospective employers administer personality tests to job applicants. The objective is to identify the optimal match between a company’s culture and an individual’s personality. JPMorgan Chase & Co. has a very different organizational culture than Google—even though both organizations are supremely woke—and the same individual, doing similar work, might flourish in the former and flounder in the latter based on personality. This is precisely why I do not recommend that people choose their professions in response to market conditions; that is not a good prescription for long-term happiness. The proper fit is between you and your chosen profession, not between you and hot job opportunities. Choosing the job that is the best for you will increase your chances for long-term happiness. Choosing a job that is in demand but is a bad fit makes it much more likely that you will experience an existential midlife crisis.


Birds of a Feather Flock Together

In popular culture, we often hear two opposing truisms when it comes to mate choice: Birds of a feather flock together and Opposites attract. Which is the veridical one when it comes to predicting a couple’s long-term success? Generally speaking, people who share similar values are much more likely to have successful long-term unions.17 It is important to note, though, that there are many variables on which people might assort, not all of which are equally likely to augment a couple’s future happiness together. Incidentally, the one factor on which people choose people who are dissimilar to them is sampled via our noses and our sense of smell.18

On one of my recent appearances on Joe Rogan’s podcast, I offered a theory regarding the likely trajectory of a marriage’s success or failure. I first explained that people assort with one another based on their overall mating value.19 Let us suppose that there are ten key attributes on which men and women are evaluated. Once the entire basket of attributes is summed up for an individual, this yields an overall mate desirability score on a 0 to 100 scale (least desirable to most desirable). People will assort along their overall mating value scores such that a woman who scores a 90 is unlikely to choose a mate who scores a 45 (or vice versa). People choose others that are of roughly equal overall mate value. Next, I expanded this idea using a longitudinal lens. If two people get married straight out of high school, they might have had at that point equal mate values (for example, he is the star quarterback and she is the beautiful valedictorian). It is befitting that the king and queen of prom night would end up together. Now fast-forward ten years. The former high school football player reached his apex when he was eighteen; he has been on a steady downhill trajectory since. He works at a menial job, makes very little money, and shows little ambition or drive. On the other hand, his wife has completed medical school and is now starting a neurosurgery residency. I posited on Joe’s show that this divergence in their longitudinal mating value would cause nearly insurmountable stressors on their marriage. Put formally, if a couple’s mating value diverges beyond a certain level, the marriage is unlikely to survive. Hence, when seeking a life partner, it is worth bearing in mind whether you might be marrying up or down or sidewise (it is advisable to marry someone of equal overall mate value), and in which directions you and your potential mate might go in the future in terms of your respective mate values. While it is not easy to predict your life trajectories, you should at least be aware of the stresses they could put on your marriage. If your potential partner is always growing personally and professionally, it might be a good idea if you match his or her journey, in your own way, rather than wallowing in an apathetic, self-contented status quo. Of especial note, if the divergence in mate value is such that the woman’s mate value is longitudinally increasing whilst that of her male partner is decreasing, this puts additional strain on a marriage, as a man’s testosterone levels will fall if he has endemic lower status than his wife.




How I Met My Wife

I met my wife nearly twenty-three years ago through the magic of life’s serendipity. I was at the gym doing some weight training when an individual greeted me with a “Hey, professor.” Another gentleman within earshot asked if I was truly a professor, and if so in what field. He told me that he was the founder and CEO of a direct marketing firm and was looking for business-related in-house education for his executives. He asked if I would develop a six-week course covering topics like advertising, decision-making, consumer behavior, and so on. We came to an agreement, and shortly thereafter I arrived at his company’s headquarters. A beautiful woman with a radiant smile met me at the elevator and asked if I was Professor Saad, and then she led me to the room where my seminars would be held. The second or third week of the course, I was stricken with a nasty bout of bronchitis. During a break, the woman who had greeted me at the elevator (and who was one of my students) brought me a cup of hot tea. Now I thought she was not only beautiful but caring and considerate. She also was eager to continue discussing my lecture topics outside the classroom. I later found out that she was more interested in the professor than the taught material!

Shortly after the course was over, we went to see a movie together (The Insider starring Al Pacino) accompanied by one of her friends. My dad had experienced a recent health scare, and so I had acquired a pager (younger readers might have to look that up) so that I could be reached in case of an emergency. My future wife and I also used the pager. We had agreed on the meaning of a set of paged codes so that we could communicate with each other when we were separated and not near a phone. One of these codes was “222,” meaning “I’m thinking of you.” Well, as I left her that evening, and had hardly walked 100 yards, my pager rang with “222.” That experience, coupled with her showing up a few days later at my university office with a picnic basket of epicurean goodies, sealed the deal for me.

One of my all-time favorite movies is the 1993 film A Bronx Tale, starring Chazz Palminteri and Robert De Niro. Unlike other classic movies where De Niro portrayed a mobster (like in The Godfather Part II, Once Upon a Time in America, and Goodfellas), in this movie he assumed the role of a hardworking bus driver (Lorenzo) seeking to keep his young son (Calogero, nicknamed C) away from the neighborhood mobsters. Palminteri’s character (Sonny), the neighborhood’s Mafia boss, befriends C, to the father’s dismay, and takes him under his wing. Sonny serves as a mentor to the young man, dispensing a broad range of wisdom (answering such questions as “Is it better to be loved or feared?”). But of relevance to the current context, the mobster turns into a relationship expert when the young man tells him of a looming date with a beautiful girl. Sonny teaches C about the door test; namely, he instructs him to open the passenger door for his date and come around the back of the car. If the girl scooches over to the driver’s side to unlock the door, then she is a considerate person. If she fails to do so, in the infamous words of Sonny: “Listen to me kid. If she doesn’t reach over and lift up that button for you so you could get in, that means she is a selfish broad and all you’ve seen is the tip of the iceberg. You dump her and you dump her fast.” The positive lesson from the door test is precisely what I gleaned from my future wife when she brought me the tea to soothe my cough (considerate and kind).

Many marriages fail because couples did not heed problematic signals early on (like the door test, among many other cues). Oftentimes, individuals succumb to the exhilaration of their early lust, thinking that this will suffice in building a successful long-term union. But lust will only get you so far. A long-term romantic union has three distinct emotional phases, lust, attraction, and attachment, each of which is associated with a set of endocrinological and neural responses.20 One needs to navigate all three phases successfully to ensure the long-term viability of a marriage.



Seek a Spouse Who Can Be Your Best Friend

On most weekday mornings, my wife and I see the kids off to school and then we head off for a 65-minute round-trip walk to one of our local cafés. Beyond the obvious health benefits of starting off the day with a long walk, doing so outdoors rather than on a treadmill engenders what Andrew Huberman, associate professor of neurobiology and ophthalmology at Stanford University and popular podcaster, refers to as optic flow.21 Huberman explains this phenomenon as follows: “When [you] look at a horizon or at a broad vista, you don’t look at one thing for very long. If you keep your head still, you can dilate your gaze so you can see far into the periphery—above, below and to the sides of you. That mode of vision releases a mechanism in the brain stem involved in vigilance and arousal. We can actually turn off the stress response by changing the way that we are viewing our environment, regardless of what’s in that environment.”22 In other words, a long walk triggers the visual system in a manner that yields a reduction of stress. Our long walk also allows us to have leisurely, meaningful conversations. On one recent walk we met the father of one of our daughter’s friends. He looked at us and said: “How do you do it?” I replied: “Do what?” He explained that he always sees us walking in the neighborhood hand in hand, smiling, blissfully chatting with one another, and he wondered how we are able to maintain such happiness. My answer was simple: my wife and I love to be around one another. We trust one another. We laugh together. We play together. She is my wife but also my best friend. We have our respective friends, of course, but I have no need for “man cave evenings,” and she does not require “girls’ nights out.” Our union, in short, is all-encompassing. As political scientist Charles Murray of The Bell Curve fame once said on my show, the happiest marriages occur when you “marry someone who is your very best friend to whom you are also sexually attracted.”23 That is indeed a good recipe for a happy marriage.



Love Is Humble

I know a couple who were married in 1950, were together for well over sixty years, and then finally separated late in their lives. Throughout their long marriage, there was an underlying tension because both suffered from pathological pride. In English, the word pride does not differentiate between its positive connotations (I’m proud of my accomplishments) and its negative counterpart (the primary deadly sin of excessive self-love). In French, though, that distinction exists. Fierté refers to the positive connotation, whereas orgueil refers to its negative counterpart. If you are too proud, you never admit to your mistakes. You never apologize for your mistakes. Hence, imagine a marriage wherein one partner does something wrong and should correct it by admitting it and apologizing for it. The mistake need not be something as consequential as infidelity. Even a curt and impatient reply might necessitate an apology. But now let us assume that both parties have gone on record stating that they have never made a mistake. Well, this places them in a difficult spot. The reality is that we all make mistakes, but if we are so prideful as to presume that we are perfect and mistake-free, we can never resolve our conflicts. The dynamics in such a marriage become an avalanche of unresolved negativity and unaddressed violations, none of which have ever been resolved positively. In Corinthians 13:4, one finds the following: “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.”24 That is an excellent definition of love. And the old adage is true: if you want a happy marriage, you should never go to bed angry at one another. Imagine though if you have never apologized for any transgression because you are too prideful. Every night becomes another tally in the “going to bed angry” column. Do this for years and you will eventually separate.

But if you approach your marriage with humility, if you recognize that we all make mistakes, if you immediately apologize for your mistakes, you have established the basis for forgiveness, honesty, and integrity in your marriage. It is important to note, though, that the science tells us that when apologizing for a mistake, the apology must be sincere, contrite, and at times it must serve as a “costly signal.”25 That is, in order for a “signal,” a communication, to be construed as honest, it sometimes must be costly; this is how the recipient knows that it is not the work of a schemer or a scammer. The 2006 film The Last Kiss starring Zach Braff and Jacinda Barrett highlights this important lesson. They are a young couple in love and expecting their first child. Their idyllic romance is shattered by a moment of weakness when Zach’s character (Michael) has a sexual liaison with another woman (played by Rachel Bilson). With great remorse, he eventually admits his infidelity to his wife-to-be, who is unwilling to forgive him. An exchange between Michael and his fiancée’s father (Stephen), played by Tom Wilkinson, highlights the importance of an apology serving as a “costly signal.”


Michael: I’m in love with your daughter, Stephen. Maybe that doesn’t mean anything to you but I’m standing here. You are her father. I am looking you in the eyes and I’m telling you I will do anything in the world to get your daughter back.

Stephen: Anything?

Michael: I’ll do anything.

Stephen: People say that; they don’t mean it.

Michael: But I mean it!

Stephen: Well, it’s very simple, just do whatever it takes.

Michael: It’s that simple?

Stephen: Yes. You can’t fail if you don’t give up.



True to his word, Michael plants himself outside the entrance to their home for a few days and nights, not eating, drinking, or shielding himself from the weather. At first his unforgiving fiancée ignores the remorseful and diminished Michael, but slowly she relents. Finally, she opens the front door and invites him in. His willingness to suffer was a “costly signal” of his commitment to her. He realized he had made a terrible mistake, but through his contriteness and humility he was able to win back the woman he really loved. Love is humble. Always apologize to your spouse when you have genuinely erred. You need to get this right, because having a great relationship with your spouse is one of the two most important secrets to being happy. The other is finding purpose and meaning in your work, your career, to which I turn next.



Find the Right Job

In 2007, I authored a paper in a medical journal on an evolutionarily relevant variable that might explain male-to-female suicide rates around the globe.26 Globally, men are three times more likely than women to commit suicide, even though women are more likely to make an unsuccessful attempt (perhaps because, with women, it is often meant as a call for help). Beyond suicides, men are much more likely than women to be the victims of a murder, to be incarcerated, and to be homeless;27 one wonders why the patriarchy has yet to resolve those disparities in men’s favor. I am sure that the Wellesley College Women’s Studies department is assiduously working on explaining how these epidemiological facts make women the primary victims in all of these situations. It is interesting too that male-to-female suicide ratios can differ sharply between countries. What explains the difference? I argued and found that a country’s economic conditions serve as a strong predictor of suicide ratios between men and women. Specifically, the lower a country’s average per capita gross national income, the more pronounced the male-to-female suicide ratio. While poor economic conditions affect both sexes, there is a pronounced strain that attacks a man’s psyche if he is unable to achieve a desired level of economic prosperity. For example, the link between unemployment and suicide has been documented in several studies and is much more pronounced in men than in women.28 Moreover, a 1 percent increase in the unemployment rate has five times the negative effect on well-being as a 1 percent increase of the inflation rate.29 While many economic variables matter, when it comes to happiness employment is much more important than purchasing power. Having a job provides people with some measure of purpose and meaning. Of course, not all jobs are created equal in their capacity to garner happiness or misery. Prior to exploring some of the relevant job characteristics, a quick comment about forced retirement, a type of induced unemployment.

At many universities, full-time faculty members face a mandatory retirement age (often at age sixty-five). In some instances, this might make sense in that you often have professors who become deadwood after obtaining tenure. While there are several important reasons for tenure, it can engender a slacker mentality among some members of the professoriate. That said, many professors have remained extraordinarily productive well into their golden years. Take, for example, my former doctoral supervisor, the cognitive psychologist J. Edward Russo. He is currently in his late seventies and his productivity remains exemplary. He continues to be a very active researcher despite the fact that he has no extrinsic reasons for retaining his high productivity standards. (I recently attended his retirement party at Cornell.) He is simply a scientist at heart. Donald Trump stepped down as president when he was seventy-four. Bernie Sanders ran for president when he was in his late seventies. These are hardly spring chickens, and yet we do not place them—or even the current, and cognitively impaired, president of the United States, Joe Biden—under forced retirement. Why should individuals who might have access to the nuclear codes be allowed to assume arguably the most stressful job in the world, and yet innumerable productive and experienced people are put out to pasture at an earlier age? Whether you enter the retirement stage in your life voluntarily or mandatorily, it is crucial that you find ways to retain purpose and meaning in your life. Several studies have documented the physical and mental health benefits that stem from delaying retirement, having “bridge” employment (engaging in paid work after retiring from one’s main career), or doing volunteer work after retirement.30 I have often heard anecdotal evidence that someone’s parent was hit with a coup de vieux [a hit of old age] shortly upon retiring; and as a social scientist I can confirm that there is compelling research demonstrating that refraining from retirement serves as a protective measure against cognitive decline, notwithstanding the problematic case of Joe Biden.



Temporal Freedom, Job Control, and Justice at Work

Many laypeople wrongly presume that a professor’s main responsibility is to teach, whereas the reality is that this constitutes a small, albeit important, part of the job. Between my research, teaching, and administrative duties, coupled with my external professional activities (such as media appearances and consulting), it is typical for me to work very long hours. That said, I’m seldom stressed by the amount of work that I face. Rather, my greatest occupational stressor is when my week includes multiple meetings. Meetings constitute an infringement on my temporal freedom and as such serve as a form of scheduling asphyxia. The pursuit of truth and freedom are the guiding values in my life. I may end up working for fourteen hours on a portion of a book or an academic paper, but so long as I have personal agency to decide what I am working on and for how long, I am happy. Contrast this with the reality faced by some employees who possess little to no freedom in terms of their tasks or their schedule. At work, a person’s sense of happiness, satisfaction, and meaningfulness can be tied both to personal autonomy and to the variety of tasks and skills required by a job.31

Early in my professorial career, parents or siblings would often scoff when I said I was heading off to work: “Oh right, off to ‘work’ at the café again?” It was difficult for them to conceive that someone might use a public space such as a coffee shop to sit down and read academic studies, work on a scientific paper, draft a book, or prepare a lecture. For them, work had to be defined by an identifiable physical space (like a retail store, a physician’s office, or a manufacturing plant). My life was apparently that of a café flâneur skipping through life with a happy gait of insouciance. If you can be a café vagabond as an integral part of your job, take it!

Speaking of cafés, I recently ran into a lovely Tunisian man whom I had originally met whilst watching the unfolding of the 2018 men’s soccer World Cup at the neighborhood’s Italian coffee shop. He was excited to share the good news with me that his partner (who was with him) was pregnant. After congratulating them both, I turned to the woman and asked her if she was planning to eventually return to work, and in the process I inquired about her profession. Upon hearing that she was a flight attendant, I blurted: “I don’t know how you do it.” I assumed she might think I was referring to a fear of flying, so I quickly added that I simply could not understand how someone could enjoy being so physically and temporally constrained once those airplane doors were locked. Your fate is sealed for the duration of the flight. I could never do that. Nor could I imagine enjoying the restrictions placed on a sailor in a submarine. Personally, I need freedom to schedule myself and to involve myself in a variety of activities. It turns out, according to social science, that my own preferences are a formula for happiness and good health.

Studies show definite negative health consequences to those who hold jobs that offer them low intellectual discretion (a measure of how repetitive a job is) and little freedom of schedule (such as the ability to take a break at one’s discretion). Those holding such jobs are at significantly higher risk for coronary heart disease.32 A more recent meta-analysis revealed that the risks go beyond coronary heart disease to include significantly higher rates of all-cause mortality for workers with low job control.33 Lack of occupational freedom kills!

The social epidemiologist Sir Michael Marmot has been a leading researcher at the intersection of how our health is affected by the types of jobs that we hold.34 Generally speaking, jobs can affect our health via several proximate pathways including our blood pressure, cortisol levels, and inflammation markers.35 Not surprisingly, job strain has a profound effect on our health.36 Not only do jobs affect our well-being, but our psychological well-being has a positive effect on our job performance. From an organizational perspective, happy and optimistic employees perform well on the job, as was shown by a data set comprised of more than 900,000 soldiers. Those who received performance or heroism awards (12.6 percent of the sample size) scored higher on well-being measures as well as on optimism.37 Jobs affect individuals’ well-being, and their well-being affects their job performance.

Another key contributor to employees’ job satisfaction is whether they perceive their workplaces as just environments. Are employees treated fairly? Are their accomplishments properly valued and appreciated by their bosses and more generally by their companies? I’ll share a few examples from my own career. Back in 1998, I had been invited to speak at the business school of another local university. During my visit, I held a chat with the then chair of the department, who was exploring the possibility of making me a job offer. When I asked him about the likely salary that I might be offered, he took out a salary grid and inquired about the number of years it had been since I obtained my master’s degree (this posed a problem since I have both MBA and MS degrees, and I thought it rather strange that he didn’t ask about my doctorate). I asked why this mattered, and he said that it was the metric they used to set salaries. So I asked him: “Would my salary be the same if, after my master’s degree, I had been flipping burgers [as a short-order cook] or won the Nobel Prize?” He paused and answered, “Yes.” I knew then (I had other reasons too) that this was not the place for me, as its ethos was antithetical to a meritocratic system.

My own university is hardly different. First, it is in Quebec, and Quebec is a haven of socialist thinking and aggressive mediocrity, because meritocracy is undoubtedly a form of white supremacy. The key purpose of the faculty’s union is to ensure “equity” across its members. Hence, if you are an overachiever, this places great strain on the ethos of equal non-productivity: “Hey overachiever, stop showing off your accolades. You are making the rest of your colleagues look bad.” Several years ago, our then department chair encouraged faculty members to send their recent relevant achievements so that they could be announced publicly. True to the request, I sent along such a list, but the chair announced only a small fraction of it. When I inquired why, the chair said the list in its entirety would have made others feel bad. This non-meritocratic ethos is pervasive in academia, and I have often been its target. In late January 2022, I was humbled and honored to receive a personal letter from the prime minister of India, the Honorable Narendra Modi, commending me on my work (as part of the celebration of Republic Day). I asked the relevant senior administrators and communications officers at my university if they would like to announce this wonderful accolade. No such announcement has taken place. I should also add that the international success of The Parasitic Mind has gone largely unnoticed by the university. Universities are a lot more interested in what I call “Stories of First.” Congratulations to the first transgender Indigenous Muslima who self-identifies as disabled (but is not) for being valedictorian of the Intersectional Feminism bachelor’s program, or kudos to the first nonbinary transracial Latinx for having been interviewed by a local magazine on the need to dismantle the heteronormative patriarchal economic system known as capitalism. “Sorry, Dr. Saad. Your accomplishments are not worthy of further promotion.” Hence, I exist in two realms. In one, the world at large, there is appreciation of my work, both as an academic and as a public intellectual. In the other, my own place of employment, I am practically an invisible man when it comes to recognition of my accomplishments. This lack of justice at work has been shown to be detrimental to one’s heart health.38 I can only hope that my genes, good eating habits, exercise routine, and the fact that I have never smoked a cigarette protect me from the occupational injustices that I face. Both my personal advice and the data from social science should encourage you to try to find a job where your talents and contributions are fully appreciated. Life is too short to be willfully ignored by those who should bask in your reflected glory.



Finding Purpose and Meaning through the Creative Process

There are endless ways that an individual can contribute to improving and enriching the world, from a small gesture of kindness to a grand act of philanthropy. From a very early age, I taught my children the old adage that they should leave a place better than they found it. My children were first inculcated with this ethos at the beach, where we would scour the sand picking up bags of litter. Once we had amassed some psychologically satisfying number of objects, we would return to our beach play in the knowledge that we had improved this small swath of public space. It captures the “think locally” mindset when it comes to finding purpose and meaning and satisfaction in one’s daily life. Within the time and space constraints of a particular day at the beach, we managed to make a small difference for the greater good. But what of a grander pursuit of meaning and purpose? Could people find such an elusive goal via their chosen jobs or professions? Are there particular occupations that are more amenable to finding such existential bliss? Of course, some professions, by their very nature, can impart huge impact. Think of the physician who saves you from a dreadful disease, the religious leader to whom one turns for advice, or the teacher who educates your young children (not, one hopes, in the faux allure of critical race theory). Practiced properly, these professions are inherently noble, and accordingly they can offer purpose and meaning to their practitioners.

Notwithstanding such occupational callings, it is my contention that the most effective way to live an enriched professional life is via the magic of the creative process. Take, for example, a chef who practices the culinary arts. The term is apt in that a chef is creating a gustatory tapestry that will enrich your life even if only for a fleeting moment. The same could be said of the painter who uses a combination of colors to create a visual tapestry that enriches your visual cortex. Or the architect who uses a combination of scientific principles and aesthetic acumen to create structures that enrich our lives every day. The romantic allure of many European cities stems in part from their architectural beauty. In my case, the need to create is a visceral need not unlike thirst or hunger. I create new scientific knowledge via the peer-reviewed academic articles and books that I publish; I create new bridges between academia and the general public via my engagement on social media and my media appearances; I create publicly consumable content via my YouTube channel and podcast; I author articles for the general public via my Psychology Today column and popular books like this one and The Parasitic Mind. Many of my waking hours are spent creating. This gives me great psychological satisfaction. I could never be fully happy and content had I not chosen a profession that allows me to be creative.

There are two ways to leave a legacy: one is through genetic propagation, begetting children and investing in one’s kin (such as nieces and nephews), and the other is through memetic proliferation.39 Genetic propagation is known as inclusive fitness in evolutionary biology. Using the currency of evolutionary theory, an individual who has had ten children has greater reproductive fitness than a celibate monk who forsakes the joys and challenges of having children. There is a second non-genetic way by which each of us can achieve a semblance of immortality. In his 1976 book The Selfish Gene, zoologist Richard Dawkins argued that a meme is the cultural equivalent of the gene. Memes refer to packets of information (ideas, beliefs, fads, jingles) that can spread from one brain to another in a process akin to genetic propagation. Viewed from this perspective, a library is a gigantic repository of memes that are stored and catalogued in individual books. As such, when we read a great Shakespearean play, the playwright may be dead, but his words, ideas, and creative imagination live on to be consumed by millions of people around the world. Shakespeare has achieved memetic immortality through the creation of his many plays that poignantly capture key features of the human condition. Through my creative output—the online content that I have created, the students that I have taught, the papers and books that I have written—I have secured my memetic legacy. I strongly suggest that you seek a profession that allows you to be creative and that grants you the opportunity to attain memetic immortality, realizing that creativity can be expressed in innumerable ways. It is an assured path to finding meaning and purpose in one’s daily activities.

What if an individual does not possess any creative talents that might be channeled into a fulfilling career outlet? One can still contribute to creative pursuits via a broad assortment of supporting roles. You may not have the creative genius of filmmaker Steven Spielberg or the creative writing abilities of Ernest Hemingway, but if the film or publishing industries are alluring, you might consider a career as a talent agent or acquisitions editor. I don’t mean to imply that other career paths outside of the creative realm are unimportant or uninteresting. Clearly, accountants, business managers, and insurance adjusters serve vital roles in our economy, but I’m unsure that such jobs offer existential purpose and meaning to those who hold them; perhaps these people can find their creative outlet via hobbies or volunteer work, outside of their normal careers. But it is an advantage if you can find a profession that allows you to instantiate the “work as play” motto rather than the “work to live” adage. Whenever creativity is involved, work becomes an act of play, and that makes it much more amenable to the pursuit of happiness.

Business owners, too, can create—not only by creating a new business and new jobs but by creating dual-purpose spaces. For example, my wife once celebrated my birthday by booking us for a special evening at the back of a cookbook store. One of the owners, who was a chef, held short cooking tutorials in a beautiful industrial-grade kitchen in the back of the bookstore. The paid guests learned how to make four broths and then got a chance to sample the finished products. Similar spaces exist for workshops on glass blowing, ceramics, painting, and knitting, among other creative activities. The owners of such spaces—whether they are creative themselves in these specific arts and crafts or not—offer a conduit for such creative endeavors. Small-business entrepreneurs can find additional purpose and meaning in owning and operating retail artisanal spaces precisely because the commercial interaction there is not purely transactional.

Many people who are lucky enough to land jobs or professions that provide them with purpose and meaning end up succumbing to workaholism.40 They are unable to strike the right balance between their passion for work and other important pursuits in life. This serves as a segue to perhaps the most universal of all prescriptions for the good life, namely that all good things should be pursued in moderation, the topic of the next chapter.





CHAPTER FOUR The Sweet Spot: All Good Things in Moderation


We all think and assume that more is better, but unintended consequences can arise in a complex system. However, in our complex world, everything of consequence follows an inverted U curve.1

—Daniel M. Fatovich

Nothing in excess.2

—Delphic maxim 38

The straight path: This [involves discovering] the midpoint temperament of each and every trait that man possesses [within his personality]. This refers to the trait which is equidistant from either of the extremes, without being close to either of them…. This path is the path of the wise. Every man whose traits are intermediate and equally balanced can be called a “wise man.”3

—Maimonides



When I was a mathematics student, I was fascinated by the equations that might explain the curves and shapes found in nature. Take a very simple example, a line in two-dimensional space. All you need to know are the coordinates of two points in a plane, and this suffices to then identify the function that will join these two points (a line). Of course, not all curves and shapes in nature are as simple and regular as a line or a circle. Imagine the contours of a country’s borders on a map or the structure of a Romanesco cauliflower. What are the functional forms that might generate such complex and irregular patterns? This was solved by Benoit Mandelbrot, a French-American mathematician who pioneered the field of fractals and fractal geometry.4 A fractal is a self-replicating algorithm that produces the same pattern across different scales, which can then model countless phenomena in nature. The beauty of fractals is that a simple process of self-replication yields such complex patterns. Furthermore, fractals can be used to explain countless phenomena, be it in cell biology, botany, medicine, geography, graphic design, computer graphics, image compression, climate science, architecture, or art, among many other disciplines. I love fractals because they cater to the way my mind operates: I am always seeking to unify knowledge across disparate domains.

This is perhaps why I was astonished when I recently heard of “Benford’s law” on a Netflix documentary series titled Connected (hosted by Latif Nasser). The premise of the show is identifying connections between otherwise seemingly unrelated phenomena, or, as the late Harvard biologist E. O. Wilson would say, finding consilience!5 Benford’s law stipulates that if you look at a numerical data set, the distribution of leading digits (the first digit of a given number) will follow a very specific non-uniform distribution. Positive numbers can start with one of 9 digits (1 through 9), so a uniform distribution would suggest that all 9 digits have an equal probability of occurring (11.1 percent). But it turns out that the probability (expressed as percentages) for 1 through 9 are respectively: 30.1, 17.6, 12.5, 9.7, 7.9, 6.7, 5.8, 5.1, and 4.6 (these add up to 100).6 Not only is this a mind-blowing set of percentages but it replicates across a dizzyingly broad and unrelated number of areas. For example, if you list your Facebook friends with the number of friends they have, the first digit of that data set will follow Benford’s law!7 It is a form of mathematical sorcery. Benford’s law has been applied in many disparate contexts, including to detect financial fraud (such as tax evasion) and anomalies in electoral data.

Both Mandelbrot’s fractal geometry and Benford’s law speak to how elegantly simple algorithms can explain complex phenomena. Is there an equally elegant equation, or rule or law, to explain how human beings can experience optimal living, flourishing, and happiness? In the wisdom of the ancients, there are several worthy contenders, including the Golden Rule, which states: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” But for me, Aristotle hit the mark squarely on the head when he established the rule of the golden mean in Book II of The Nicomachean Ethics.

The golden mean is the sweet spot between two extremes. Take for example the virtue of courage. It is the mean between cowardice (deficiency of courage) and recklessness (excess of courage). The golden mean can be applied to a great many things and is captured by the maxim “All good things in moderation,” or what has more recently been dubbed as the “too much of a good thing effect.” Mathematically, this is known as an inverted-U curve since it captures pictorially this powerful insight (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The inverted-U relationship between courage and virtue.



Aristotle’s insight has been espoused by other historical thinkers in widely disparate cultures. Buddha’s Middle Way is about striking the right balance between self-denial and self-indulgence. It also applies to an ontological middle ground regarding what happens to individuals once they are deceased, something between eternalism (an individual has an eternal and invariant essence) and annihilationism (an individual ceases to exist).8

In Confucius’s The Doctrine of the Mean, one finds the following passage:


II. 1. Chung-ne said, “The superior man embodies [emphasis in original] the course of the Mean; the mean man acts contrary to the course of the Mean.”

2. “The superior man’s embodying the course of the Mean is because he is a superior man, and so always maintains the Mean. The mean man’s acting contrary to the course of the Mean is because he is a mean man, and has no caution.”

III. The Master said, “Perfect is the virtue which is according to the Mean! Rare have they long been among the people, who could practise it!”9



Le juste milieu [the happy medium] is a French term that colloquially refers to someone who exhibits due temperance in modulating their behavior. It has also been used to describe movements in the arts or in architecture. Most notably, it has been used to capture the moderation of centrist political philosophies and governmental actions, especially around the time of the French Revolution.10

The seven deadly sins, as enumerated in Catholic theology for well more than a millennium and a half, serve as a warning against our proclivity to stray from the sweet spot either by succumbing to apathy (sloth) or intemperance (greed, lust, gluttony). Somewhere between these two extremes lies the sweet spot, where we can live a life in accordance with the four cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance. Individual sins could also be construed via the prism of the inverted-U curve. Take for example lust. It is the hyperactivation of the mating drive. For a married couple, lust can lead to infidelity. But a hypoactivation of the mating drive is clearly suboptimal as well. A sexually loveless marriage is not a happy medium. Empirical science tells us that people in relationships enjoy the maximal well-being benefits of sexual intercourse if they engage in it once a week. In other words, there is a curvilinear relationship between sexual frequency and well-being.11

The inverted-U curve is arguably one of the most prevalent patterns in well-being. Its explanatory power extends to phenomena at the macro, individual, and neuronal levels. It is operational in countless domains, including in defining one’s optimal personality traits. Take for example perfectionism. If one is lacking any perfectionist bent, one will lack the necessary attention to details that constitutes an important element of the creative process. On the other hand, if one is too perfectionist (I suffer from maladaptive perfectionism), one will spend an inordinate amount of time rechecking one’s work rather than advancing it. Somewhere between apathetic nonchalance and maladaptive perfectionism lies the sweet spot. That I recognize that I possess a frailty in my personality (maladaptive perfectionism) speaks to the importance of having self-awareness, including the capacity to engage in self-criticism. But as should be evident by now, the inverted U captures the optimal level of healthy self-criticism, be it at the individual or collective levels. Somewhere between self-loathing and egotistical grandiosity lies the optimal sweet spot. You can be self-reflective about your failings as an individual without presuming that you are a vile manifestation of human filth. You can be self-reflective as a society about past or current injustices without proclaiming that you are loathsome by virtue of your skin’s hue (white). The progressive civilizational self-flagellation that is condoned by the woke is in the diminishing part of the self-criticism curve.

To reiterate, the inverted-U curve is prevalent in a broad range of domains, including in peak performance (at work or in athletic training), advertising, psychology, economics, politics, management, consumer behavior, and parenting, among others. The optimal functioning of human brains and bodies, companies, economic systems, and political systems are all under the purview of the inverted-U curve. The maxim “All good things in moderation” is truly a universal law of life.


Peak Performance

The Yerkes-Dodson law has been around since 1908.12 It posits an inverted-U relationship between individuals’ arousal states (such as feelings of stress or pressure) and their performance on a given task. Too little stress will result in too little focus on the task at hand, whereas too much stress can be stultifying. There is a sweet spot of arousal that allows an individual to maximize his performance. This is a law that has become enshrined in sports psychology for obvious reasons. There is some optimal arousal sweet spot that will yield maximal athletic performance. Beyond peak athletic performance, the inverted-U shape explains the maximal health, cognitive, and affective benefits reaped as a function of exercise intensity (this is known as a dose-response curve). For example, health guidelines from medical associations recommend a moderate level of exercise intensity for maximal benefits.13 Peter Warr, who specializes in the study of work psychology, has introduced the vitamin metaphor in explaining the effect of various predictors of happiness. Some vitamins, such as vitamins C and E, follow an asymptotic relationship whereby consuming a greater dosage is beneficial up to a point, with any additional dosage yielding no additional benefits (but no detrimental effects). On the other hand, vitamins A and D follow the inverted-U model, whereby increased dosage is good up to a point and then one enters the detrimental region of the curve at very high doses.14 More generally, hormesis is a concept that captures the relationship between drug dosage and its reward value, and it turns out that in many pharmacological settings, the dose-response curve follows the inverted-U pattern.15

Robert Sapolsky is a brilliant neuroendocrinologist whose online Stanford lectures are some of the most viewed of any professor.16 I first became acquainted with his work via his 1994 book Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers. Sapolsky argued that zebras (and other prey animals) experience momentary stress, which triggers a flight mechanism. In other words, the zebra does not suffer from prolonged bouts of long-lasting stress. A zebra realizes that it is permanently surrounded by endless dangerous predators. But it goes about its life void of existential angst. Only when it needs to flee from predators does its stress response kick in. Humans, on the other hand, do experience persistent and enduring stress levels. This has many negative health consequences. The optimal response curve of stress, not surprisingly, is an inverted-U curve. Too little stress or too much stress is not good for us, a finding confirmed by Sapolsky in a 2015 paper.17 I recently explained this principle to my very young son when he approached me with an enduring level of stress regarding an upcoming quiz. I explained to him that a moderate level of stress is good because if you experience no stress at the thought of the looming quiz, you are likely to forgo studying. On the other hand, if you suffer from prolonged and paralyzing fear, this could affect your ability to perform well on the test. A sweet spot of stress is indeed what the doctor ordered. The inverted-U curve has been documented across many brain studies, including the relationship between brain activity and behavioral performance (moderate activity is optimal); a broad range of dose-effect curves in learning, memory, and cognitive control (for example, moderate dopamine levels yield optimal cognitive function); and the relationship between neural mechanisms (activity patterns in specific regions of the brain) and the optimal functionality of specific mental features (such as self-awareness).18 The “average is good” maxim applies to our brains.

La maladie créatrice [the creativity-inducing malady] refers to mental psychopathologies that can actually engender creative output. Think of the mad genius archetype, namely the painter, novelist, musical composer, or scientist who produces great works of creativity during a bout of mental illness or mania. That said, the research on finding links between creativity and psychopathology has yielded mixed results, and some have argued that the conflicting findings might stem from an inverted-U relationship between the two constructs.19 In other words, an extremely reasonable, sane person might lack the out-of-the-box thinking that is required for bold creativity, whereas severe mental illness becomes too debilitating for any creativity whatsoever and is simply self-destructive. There is a sweet spot where one’s creative juices are maximized without sacrificing one’s sanity! On a related note, researchers have uncovered a so-called intermediate effect in the clinical practice of medicine. Junior medical students, senior medical students, and neurologists were asked to read clinical cases, offer a diagnosis, and then recall the details of the case, as well as the pathophysiological explanations. Whereas the diagnostic accuracy was greatest for the neurologists, the senior medical students exhibited the so-called intermediate effect. They recalled more of the information and offered richer explanations than the two other groups.20 In the case of the novice students, they did not have enough knowledge to recall and generate rich clinical information, whereas for the neurologists, their knowledge was encapsulated into organized schemas (a form of informational pruning).

When it comes to tracking scientists’ most important works throughout their careers, what is the general pattern? Does their best work take place during their early years, when they possess the greatest amount of vigor and energy, or perhaps late in their careers, when they have had a chance to build many decades of cumulative knowledge? It turns out that across several biomedical fields, the relationship between a scientist’s best work and his age follows the now expected inverted-U shape.21



Repetition Effects and Optimal Fear

One of the most powerful findings in advertising is the so-called repetition effect. How many times should an advertiser repeat a message as part of an advertising campaign? Not surprisingly, this effect is best described via an inverted-U curve.22 If you show the advertisement too few times, the target audience will not learn all that is required about your message. On the other hand, if the advertisement is shown too many times, consumers will react negatively toward the ad, if not the advertised brand. There is a sweet spot, which when exceeded leads to diminishing returns. To spend more money on an advertising campaign beyond the sweet spot is counterproductive both monetarily and in terms of other measures of efficacy. This inverted-U curve has even been documented in the way that people evaluate risk. Warning someone about risk over and over again can be counterproductive.23 More is not always better, because repeated warnings can sometimes sound like the boy who cried wolf. So, if you are trying to scare someone into corrective behavior—say, with a public service announcement about the dangers of smoking or leading a sedentary lifestyle or drinking and driving—how much fear is maximally persuasive? Advertising and communication researchers refer to these types of messages as fear appeals. Some researchers have argued that the inverted-U curve applies here; if you do not sufficiently scare someone, they might not pay attention to the message, and if you scare them too much, it might lead them to a fatalistic acceptance of their fate.24 There is a moderate amount of fear that is maximally persuasive in leading to behavioral change.

During the COVID-19 pandemic we again saw the utility of the inverted-U curve. To take no precautions at all was a mistake in the face of a highly contagious novel virus. But to become a shut-in, fearful of appearing in public, clinging to a mask as a safety blanket, was also clearly not conducive to one’s mental or physical well-being. Fear can prompt beneficial adaptive behaviors, but only within a modulated range.



Psychology

The ubiquity of the inverted-U curve is found in many areas of psychology. The psychologists Adam Grant and Barry Schwartz reviewed some surprising contexts wherein the inverted U occurs, including between optimism and well-being, self-esteem and health, volunteering and well-being, organizational commitment and whistleblowing, and empathy and distress.25 The last example is one that I have personally witnessed with my eldest child. Her empathy is so extreme that it will often cause her debilitating distress. Whenever we come across a depiction of hardship as experienced by a third party, she will repeatedly ask: “Is he/she sad?” The only response that we can offer to end the ruminative question is “No.” Any other answer will send her into an infinite abyss of angst. Whenever I wish to tease her, I will say something to the effect of, “Oh look at that [individual, animal, inanimate object]. I’m sure that they are sad.” The rest of the family will usually crack up laughing and brace for the same one-question onslaught!

While my daughter’s stress is relatively easily assuaged, most people cannot as easily brush off their daily stressors. The fast pace of modern life is a source of great stress to millions of people. One remedy to address this corrosive reality is to engage in a broad range of mindfulness practices (meditation, breathing techniques, and so on) that have been shown to have many psychological and physical benefits. However, even something as beneficial as mindfulness obeys the inverted-U curve. Too much mindfulness can lead to negative outcomes, including increased anxiety, depression, social avoidance, disassociation, and depersonalization, among other unfavorable downstream effects.26 Going for a weekend silent retreat might be a wonderful idea. Doing so for a decade might be a terrible idea, as humans flourish in communicative sociality. Too much of anything, even a good thing, can become detrimental.

The humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow proposed five levels of hierarchical needs to explain the key drivers of human motivation, the third of which is the “love and belongingness” need. An individual who succeeds in meeting this need is likely to be popular within key social circles. Being popular usually implies that you possess certain desirable qualities, be it that you are fun, good-looking, or extroverted. Hence, all other things being equal, someone with a large network of friends might be viewed more favorably than one with a small network. But is there an inflection point where having too many friends becomes detrimental to how people perceive you? A study sought to examine how a person’s number of Facebook friends affected their perceived social attractiveness. Researchers created five Facebook profiles that varied in the number of friends that were associated to each profile (102, 302, 502, 702, or 902 friends).27 The relationship between number of Facebook friends and perceived social attractiveness follows the inverted-U curve such that the profile with 302 friends yielded the highest ratings. I definitely need to go back and cull some of my friends from my personal Facebook page, as my current total stands at a “suboptimal” 719 friends!

The inverted-U shape is also operative within key relationship dynamics. Suppose that you are out on a first date. Your date is wearing a beautiful dress that accentuates her beauty. If you fail to sufficiently compliment her, it might come across as inattentive. On the other hand, if you spend much of the night gushing about how beautiful your date is, she will likely be turned off by your incessant complimenting, reading it as either inauthentic or desperate. Somewhere between lack of interest and obsessive groveling lies the sweet spot.

There is also the question of romantic jealousy, a ubiquitous emotion. Even the most secure and self-confident individuals in a marriage might occasionally experience feelings of jealousy, worried about a spouse’s other friendships. Naturally, however, romantic jealousy follows the inverted-U curve. If you never express any jealousy, this might serve as a diagnostic signal that you do not care enough about your partner. This is precisely why some individuals will willfully seek to trigger a jealous response from their partners as a means of feeling loved and desired. On the other hand, too much jealously is deeply destructive. It is a telltale sign of mistrust in the relationship, or insecurity in one’s self-worth, and will on many occasions result in the dissolution of a marriage because, for instance, the pathologically jealous individual becomes too controlling or even abusive. Somewhere between no jealousy and obsessive jealousy lies the sweet spot of how to express one’s caring for his or her spouse.

I end this section with an exploration of the psychology of aesthetic appreciation. The Wundt curve, named after the father of experimental psychology, Wilhelm Wundt, is a psychophysics phenomenon that postulates that the extent to which we enjoy a stimulus depends on its intensity, with a moderate intensity level being the preferred modality. This inverted-U curve has subsequently been used in a variety of psychological contexts, including by Daniel Berlyne’s psychobiological theory of aesthetic preferences, which posits an inverted-U curve between the familiarity of a stimulus and the complexity of a stimulus and how much it is liked. There is a moderate level of familiarity or complexity that is optimal when it comes to aesthetic preferences. This theory has been tested for varied aesthetic judgments, including musical preferences. An analysis of fifty-seven studies from 1901 to 2015 that have examined the inverted-U curve of musical preferences found that it held true in 87.7 percent of the studies (fifty out of fifty-seven).28



Parenting and Mentoring

I recently held a chat on my show with Yale law school professor Amy Chua, whose book Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother was a New York Times bestseller back in 2011.29 In it, Amy espouses a strict parenting style to ensure children’s success. Many Asian parents follow this model, as do Jewish parents, regarding their children’s pursuit of academic excellence. But as you might guess by now, the scientific data show that an intermediate style—somewhere between being an overbearing, obsessive “helicopter” parent on the one hand and being a laissez-faire “kids deserve their independence” parent on the other—is in many cases the best approach, as was documented in a study exploring children’s academic achievement (in terms of the grades they achieved) and the extent of parents’ supervision over their children. The highest grade point averages corresponded to the children who received an intermediate level of supervision.30

As a professor, one of my responsibilities is to train the next generation of academics within my areas of expertise. As part of this, I supervise graduate students’ theses and dissertations. The mentorship can be a very rewarding part of my job, but it is also extraordinarily time-consuming. One of the challenges of a good supervisor is to know how to strike the right balance in terms of the amount of independence to grant one’s students. If you grant too much independence, they are often sucked into a black hole of unproductivity, as they can get lost in unorganized or misdirected research. Many students become rudderless because they have never been expected to exhibit intellectual entrepreneurship on this scale. On the other hand, if you grant the students little to no independence, they never learn to fend for themselves. They become dependent on you to serve as the driving engine of their progress. The sweet spot lies between disengaged non-guidance and overbearing mentorship.



Economics and Politics

To reiterate, the inverted-U curve is found across a very broad range of economic phenomena. Simon Kuznets, the 1971 laureate of the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences, proposed an inverted-U curve to explain the relationship between a nation’s level of economic growth (as measured by income per capita) and its income inequality.31 In this case, the peak income inequality takes places at a moderate level of economic growth. Hence, one needs to avoid that sweet spot. Interestingly, the relationship between income inequality and happiness follows an inverted-U shape as well.32 Specifically, people are happiest in countries where there is an intermediate level of income inequality. The environmental Kuznets curve posits that the relationship between economic growth and environmental degradation also follows an inverted-U relationship.33 As a nation first expands its economic activity, there is a negative effect on the environment, but eventually an inflection point is reached whereby greater economic growth leads to reduced environmental deterioration.

The relationship between competition and innovation also adheres to an inverted-U shape.34 Think of a monopolistic industry ruled by a single firm: the lack of competition reduces incentives to innovate. A highly competitive environment, however, might also reduce innovation because it is seen as too risky. The relationship between intellectual property protection and innovation also follows an inverted-U curve.35

As with economics, so too with politics. It turns out that the extent to which people involve themselves in politics is highly dependent on the extent to which people have confidence in the political and economic system. Across data from fifty countries, an inverted-U relationship was found between confidence in the system and political engagement. If you have no confidence in the system, there is no point in your political involvement. But similarly, if you have very high confidence in the system, you might assume it will take care of itself and that it will autocorrect any flaws or mistakes without your involvement. There is some intermediate level of confidence in the system that yields the maximal level of political engagement in terms of voting and other political activity.36

It might be no surprise that moderate temperatures have their advantages, but studies comparing crime rates to ambient temperature have found that there are more violent crimes at intermediate temperatures than at cooler or hotter ones.37 At the same time, our ability to learn and retain information is optimal when it is neither too cold nor too warm. Male participants’ performance on a paired association task (learning and recalling a list of word–number pairs) was evaluated at one of five room temperatures (52°F, 62°F, 72°F, 82°F, or 92°F). Exactly in line with the inverted-U effect, the best performance occurred at the moderate temperature of 72°F.38

I am typing these words from a neighborhood café. For the first time, I had to produce an electronic COVID vaccination passport on my iPhone in order to sit inside. Of course, there are pros and cons to this issue, but it speaks to the optimal level of governmental intrusion that citizens should tolerate. Too little government intervention in the affairs of society (such as restricting law enforcement from arresting violent criminals) leads to anarchy; too much government intervention results in centrally planned dictatorships like communism. In government regulation of the economy, there is a great deal of difference between intrusive regulations that dictate when you can open your restaurant’s outdoor dining facilities and regulations that prevent corporate fraud. Most of us want a society governed by law and good order (safe streets and efficient public services) that still maintains a large degree of personal freedom. The pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness cannot be achieved if Big Government is constantly intruding into the minutiae of our daily lives. Good governance is about finding that sweet spot.



Management

This raises the question, of course, of how corporate management affects our happiness as workers and managers, consumers and citizens, in a capitalist society. The scope of corporate responsibility has radically changed over the past century.39 Originally, the near-sole focus of a corporation was to create products, and in the early stages of mass production that could lead to adages like Henry Ford’s: “Any customer can have a car painted any colour that he wants so long as it is black.” As corporations grew and became more efficient and could diversify their operations and assembly lines, the production-centric model of the corporation gave way to the marketing-centric model, where customization and differentiation to target markets and consumer demand were key. The third stage of corporate development established an expansive model of corporate social responsibility. Companies were now expected to create products, innovate to meet specialized consumer markets and popular demand, and prove that they were solicitous of the needs of their employees and the environment, setting aside a portion of corporate profits for charitable activities. Finally, we are now in the fourth stage, known as woke capitalism, wherein companies must go beyond “social responsibility” and adhere to social activism and show their commitment to work on behalf of “social justice” as defined in part by leftist Ivy League executives and enforced by placard-wielding blue-haired activists who graduated with women’s studies degrees from Wellesley College. Perhaps needless to say, not only do these protestors—noxious propagators of idea pathogens—make many people annoyed and unhappy, but their efforts are in large part counterproductive, at least to the well-being of the corporations they afflict.

Several studies in widely different cultures, from France to Japan, have yielded the expected inverted-U relationship between corporate environmental investments and economic performance.40 The same is true of corporate ideological propaganda. Disney and Netflix recently found themselves on the wrong side of the inverted-U curve when it came to woke politics, and their stock prices took a hit accordingly.41 Elon Musk referred to these woke companies as having been infected by a “woke mind virus.” Many people have suggested to me that Musk must have read The Parasitic Mind. I hope so. In any event, the preliminary data (with admittedly small sample sizes) show that, generally speaking, woke capitalism is less successful than apolitical capitalism, as measured by a recent study of the stock prices of woke companies.42 Somewhere between the amoral organizational culture depicted in the television series Mad Men and the wokeism of Disney and Netflix lies the optimal sweet spot of being socially responsible (taking care of the environment in which a business operates) without alienating the great majority of your consumers with blue-haired progressive nonsense.

In a 2013 study, researchers examined the inverted-U curve in eight areas of corporate management, including organizational behavior, human resource management, entrepreneurship, and strategic management.43 The inverted-U curve held true, whether it was measuring the relationship between a leader’s assertiveness and effectiveness or an employee’s conscientiousness and job performance.44 It would seem that as both workers and managers, we would all enjoy our work more if we followed the golden mean.



Consumer Behavior

But we are more than workers or managers; we are consumers. Does the inverted-U effect have relevance here as well? The answer is: of course! Moderation in eating and drinking, for example, has been recognized as wise for millennia. Now we can support the adages of the past with scientific studies. For example, moderate alcohol consumption is associated with improved cardiorespiratory fitness, reduced cardiovascular disease, and reduced mortality from all causes.45 Moderate fish consumption has been linked with improved cognitive and academic performance.46 In some instances, however, the middle ground is not the best ground. Moderate enjoyment of spicy foods, for instance, has been linked to abdominal fat.47

We often think that greater consumer choice brings happiness. But this is not always the case. I can illustrate this principle by the trauma that confronts me whenever I am about to head off on a trip. I always face the same daunting decision of which book to pick from my sizeable personal library to bring along on my voyage. My wife often teases me about the agonizing choice paralysis that I experience as I stare at hundreds of alluring contenders. So much knowledge to consume, and so little time! This decisional angst is precisely what the psychologist Barry Schwartz referred to in his book The Paradox of Choice. Contrary to the classical economic presumption that more choices are always better than fewer, people can become overwhelmed with a deluge of alternatives and thus experience choice overload and increased post-decisional regret.48 Choice overload can be detrimental, as demonstrated in a set of three studies that explored people’s behaviors and responses when choosing between six or twenty-four jams, six or thirty chocolates, and writing an essay for extra credit where the choice of possible topics was six or thirty. People were more likely to purchase the two products and were more satisfied with their final choice when facing fewer alternatives to choose from; and when it came to extra credit, they were likelier to write the essay—and performed better on the assignment—when given fewer choices among essay topics.49 When it comes to consumer choices, the inverted-U curve strikes again, showing that most consumers prefer a midpoint between having no choice and a plethora of choices.50 A broad range of happiness researchers, including economists, neuroscientists, philosophers, and psychologists, have recognized that even when it comes to things we presume to be good—like money, fame, and status—more is not always better when it comes to personal happiness.51



All Things in Moderation—Including the Pursuit of Happiness

Science tells us that even happiness should be pursued in moderation, and that the optimal level of happiness follows, at least in certain contexts, the logic of the inverted-U curve.52 Contrary to one’s naïve intuition, seeking more happiness is not always better. A constant striving for greater happiness can lead to such detrimental behaviors as excessive risk-taking. Beyond demonstrating that more happiness is not always better, psychologists have demonstrated that there are contexts where too much happiness can increase one’s gullibility, and that an excessive, willful pursuit of happiness can result in greater loneliness.53 As is true for most things in life, temperance and moderation, even in the pursuit of something as positive as happiness, is ideal.

I end this chapter by quoting Aristotle from The Nicomachean Ethics: “For instance, it is possible to feel fear, confidence, desire, anger, pity, and generally to be affected pleasantly and painfully, either too much or too little, in either case wrongly; but to be thus affected at the right times, and on the right occasions, and towards the right persons, and with the right object, and in the right fashion, is the mean course and the best course, and these are characteristics of virtue.”54 If I were to add to Aristotle’s brilliant edict, I would posit that life requires the proper modulation of our personality traits, drives, and pursuits, as well as of our cognitive and emotional responses. The degree and type of moderation we should pursue will depend on our age, circumstances, and personality, and the desire to achieve moderation varies across individuals, as captured by the “preference for moderation scale.”55 But what is unequivocally clear is that in almost every aspect of our lives, there exists a golden mean. If you fail to find it, you will misappropriate your time, your efforts, your funds, and your potential for maximal well-being. Everything in moderation is a universal maxim of optimal functioning across all units of analyses, be it the neuronal, individual, organizational, economic, or political levels. The place to find your maximal happiness is in the exercise of virtuous moderation.





CHAPTER FIVE Life as a Playground


Of all animal species, humans are the biggest players of all. We are built to play and built through play. When we play, we are engaged in the purest expression of our humanity, the truest expression of our individuality. Is it any wonder that often the times we feel most alive, those that make up our best memories, are moments of play?1

—Stuart Brown

Stay playful.2

—OREO commercial tagline

It is not only possible to say a great deal in praise of play; it is really possible to say the highest things in praise of it. It might reasonably be maintained that the true object of all human life is play.3

—G. K. Chesterton



People often ask me why I always seem happy and good-natured. In part this is my disposition. However, I also tackle life in a way that allows me to maximize the hedonic benefits of every situation. If we go on a vacation, within the first three days, every single person at our hotel has already shared with me their deepest secrets! Because I listen. Because I care. Because I take an interest. Because I can be playful even as I tackle deeply serious issues. I can be funny when critiquing idea pathogens (at the root of the mental illness of political correctness and wokeness); I can have fun when conducting a research study; I play with my children; I play with my wife. Hence, it is a way of living life that is rooted in play. The Strong Museum (National Museum of Play) has culled quotes about play stemming from some of the most influential thinkers of the twentieth century.4 Here are a few wonderful examples: “Almost all creativity involves purposeful play” (Abraham Maslow, humanist psychologist); “If you want to be creative, stay in part a child, with the creativity and invention that characterizes children before they are deformed by adult society” (Jean Piaget, developmental psychologist); “Play is hard to maintain as you get older. You get less playful. You shouldn’t, of course” (Richard Feynman, physicist and Nobel laureate). There are countless other leading thinkers who have weighed in on the importance of play, including the psychoanalyst Carl Jung (“The creation of something new is not accomplished by the intellect but by the play instinct acting from inner necessity”) and the developmental psychologist David Elkind (“Combining ideas from Sigmund Freud and Jean Piaget, the author views play as one of three necessary elements of a full life, the others being work and love”).5

The 1988 movie Big, starring Tom Hanks, is a heartwarming and lovely film. I first watched it as a young man when it was originally released and again more recently when I introduced it to my children. It is part of a genre of body-swap movies where a person is transformed into another version of himself (like 17 Again starring Zac Efron and Matthew Perry) or when two individuals switch bodies (as in The Change-Up starring Ryan Reynolds and Jason Bateman). In Big a young boy (Josh) makes a wish to be a grown-up in front of a Zoltar machine (often seen at fairs and amusement parks). His wish is granted and he metamorphosizes into an adult. In his new grown-up body, the transformed kid heads off to New York City seeking a job and lands one at a toy company. While Josh has the body of an adult, his mind and behavioral patterns are those of a twelve-year-old boy. Josh accepts a data entry job at the toy company but is quickly noticed by the owner of the firm (played by Robert Loggia) precisely because of Josh’s apparent youthful exuberance and quirky ways. Unlike the stuffy MBA types, Josh is spontaneous and free. During a company meeting to discuss various toy prototypes, Josh distinguishes himself from the conventional MBA-type analyses with his childlike enthusiasm. His peculiar attitude and behaviors even attract the romantic interest of an otherwise uptight female coworker (played by Elizabeth Perkins). His playfulness is refreshingly unique precisely because it is so rare to see in an adult.

The idea that the workplace should be construed as a playground (to unlock one’s creative juices) has received increased attention in the academic literature.6 Henry Ford was perfectly incorrect when he famously stated, “When we are at work we ought to be at work. When we are at play we ought to be at play. There is no use trying to mix the two. The sole object ought to be to get the work done and to get paid for it. When the work is done, then the play can come, but not before.”7


Evolutionary Roots of Play

Evolutionary psychology distinguishes between two levels of scientific explanations, proximate and ultimate.8 Much of science operates within the proximate realm, which deals with an elucidation of the how and what of a phenomenon. How does diabetes work? What are the factors that augment your chances of being diagnosed with diabetes? Ultimate explanations, on the other hand, refer to the Darwinian why of a phenomenon. Hence, evolutionary theory augments the explanatory power of proximate scientific conclusions by adding ultimate ones that allow us to fully understand anything involving biological beings. An example that I often like to use to explain this distinction is pregnancy sickness. There are innumerable proximate explanations that one might explore when studying this phenomenon. One might investigate how hormone levels are associated with the symptoms or how to relieve the severity of the symptoms, and so on. Of equal importance, though, is to consider why this condition exists—that is, why did it evolve in human beings? It turns out that it is an adaptive mechanism that has evolved to protect the fetus from exposure to teratogens (foodborne pathogens) during the crucial period of organogenesis.9 Hence, the attractions (to foods like pickles) or repulsions (to foods like eggs) that pregnant women experience are adaptive strategies for protecting the fetus from foods that are more likely to carry foodborne pathogens. Women who experience greater pregnancy sickness during the first trimester often have better outcomes on measures of a successful pregnancy (including a lesser likelihood of having a miscarriage). Thus, from an evolutionary perspective, when a pregnant woman’s gynecologist provides her with a treatment to shut off her pregnancy sickness, this is the perfectly incorrect thing to do!

If we apply evolutionary theory to the study of play, what do we find? Many people intuitively construe play as a product of childhood, a form of useless and purposeless frolicking that we eventually outgrow as we enter adulthood. In other words, in the same way that our appendix or our wisdom teeth have been construed as vestigial (it is assumed they no longer confer an evolutionary function), is play a vestigial pattern of behaviors? Hardly. The reality is that play is an integral element of our human nature. Play has evolved precisely because it has conferred an adaptive advantage, and that continues to be the case. Peter Gray is a psychologist who specializes in applying evolutionary theory to the study of play. In a recent summary article, he posits that play has evolved to achieve one of four functions. Play teaches: 1) skills and behaviors that are germane for survival and mating (play fighting, engaging in predator-prey chasing); 2) how to respond appropriately to uncertain negative events (building emotional and physical resilience); 3) creativity (which can include problem-solving and innovation); 4) and friendly cooperation (a central feature of human sociality).10

Play is found in all human societies, and across many mammalian species. The play instinct is so powerful that even during wartime, children find a way to play.11 During the Lebanese civil war, two of the many ways to die were at the hands of the ubiquitous, indiscriminate snipers and via the relentless shelling. (We quickly learned from the “whistle signature” of the incoming bombs which were the most or least dangerous.) I recall being told to play in a particular area but not to stray—otherwise I would be in the snipers’ visual field. I also remember on one occasion going out to play with my then closest friend (my second cousin) and accidentally but severely cutting the middle finger on my left hand with a pocketknife I had brought for “protection.” (I still bear the scar today.) My memories include those of war, but also those of play that helped me escape the war’s daily horrors. I fully understand the reaction of two young boys from Damascus who responded to their experiences in the Syrian civil war by saying, “We want to play every day…. We love to play in the neighborhood. We don’t play anymore because of snipers and shelling in our neighborhood.”12 I lived a similar experience: plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose (the more things change, the more they stay the same).

As a sidenote, my second cousin, with whom I used to play amidst the brutality of war, was “horrified” by my favorable disposition toward Tucker Carlson. I had posted a photo of Tucker and me, after having taped a conversation on his podcast. My caption was: “What a fantastic conversation with the immeasurably charming @TuckerCarlson. Thank you!” I didn’t know my cousin monitored my Twitter account, but he replied: “really, shame on you. how low can you go?”13 Here is a life lesson regarding the good life: Don’t be my cousin. Our shared childhood experiences did not instill within him broad sympathies or tolerance and understanding or deepened friendship. Instead, he remained the same narrow-minded and judgmental person I remembered. My cousin’s action proves that personality traits are rather stable throughout one’s lifetime.

The urge to play can be found in numerous contexts that might otherwise seem grim. Patch Adams is a physician who has spent five decades promoting the healing power of laughter.14 His medical school training was depicted in the 1998 movie Patch Adams (starring Robin Williams). Two exchanges capture the tension of using play and laughter in the medical context, the first between Adams and the dean of the medical school (Dean Walcott, played by Bob Gunton) and the second between Adams and one of his classmates (Mitch Roman, played by Philip Seymour Hoffman).


Dean Walcott: Do you wanna tell me what it is you think you’re doing? [Patch is clowning around in a patient’s room.]

Patch: Oh. Uh. Just getting a few laughs, sir. The American Journal of Medicine has found that laughter increases secretion of catecholamines and endorphins which in turn increases oxygenation of the blood, relaxes the arteries, speeds up the heart, decreases blood pressure, which has a positive effect on all cardiovascular and respiratory ailments as well as overall increasing the immune system response.



And now the exchange between Patch and Roman:


Patch: If you don’t like me, just say it.

Mitch Roman: I don’t like you!

Patch: Why don’t you like me? You’re a prick, and I like you.

Mitch: Because you make my effort a joke! I want to be a doctor! This isn’t a game to me! This isn’t playtime! This is serious business!



But all serious business, all parts of life, can be made better by certain aspects of play. Perhaps nothing is as serious a topic as the Holocaust, which led to the systematic genocide of six million Jews among countless other innocent victims. And yet, the 1997 movie Life Is Beautiful sought to strike a delicate balance in demonstrating that, even within the horrors of this gargantuan tragedy, a father’s love might take the form of play to distract his son from the terrible realities around them. Of note, the historian George Eisen wrote a book about how children engaged in play behavior in the extermination camps.15 Play is such a fundamental feature of the human spirit that it is used as a tool in psychotherapy, an area that typically involves an exploration of the roots of mental suffering.16 Hence, even in the darkest of circumstances, the desire to play manifests itself.

Developmental psychologists and pediatricians have long demonstrated the benefits reaped when children play.17 Not only is play a fundamental feature of a child’s healthy physical and psychological development, lack of play is often associated with a state of reduced physical and psychological health. In other words, play is both an antecedent to good health (we play more when we are in a positive state) and an outcome of good health (we feel better when we play).18 But of course, play should not be an activity restricted to children. Individuals who score higher on an adult playfulness scale exhibit greater psychological and physical well-being on a broad range of variables, and they also possess greater life satisfaction.19 In other words, a playful mindset into adulthood protects our bodies and minds in a myriad of ways and gives us a more positive outlook regarding our lives. In a study of the twenty-four character strengths that are best correlated with life satisfaction, hope, zest, gratitude, curiosity, and love came out on top.20 Note that curiosity and zest are both linked to a playful mindset.

When the humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow proposed his hierarchy of needs, he put self-actualization at the apex. Some elements of self-actualization serve as ultimate forms of play, such as when we actively seek to explore new landscapes, interests, and activities for the sheer pleasure of doing so (enrolling in a cooking course, taking up crossword puzzles as a hobby, or travelling to an exotic location). The path to happiness is paved through the magic of play.



On the Importance of Laughter

Dave Chappelle is one of the most successful comedians of all time. He does not succumb to the soft bigotry of low expectations (as coined by Michael Gerson, George W. Bush’s speechwriter). He does not put on kid gloves when writing jokes about particular groups.21 He is an equal opportunity offender in that he will make fun of the LGBTQ activists, blacks, whites, Jews, Asians, and, most tellingly, himself. And yet in today’s grand game of Victimology Poker, it is simply unacceptable to make fun of some groups because they are allegedly marginalized (when in fact many of them are endlessly celebrated by the media and the institutions of the liberal West). As I explained in my book The Parasitic Mind, ideas that cannot be mocked cannot be true. Truth is anti-fragile. It is not brittle. It does not shatter into a million pieces because of an “offensive and hurtful” joke. An individual with a strong personhood can laugh at others (in a playful manner) and laugh at himself. Humor is a test of anti-fragility and non-brittleness in a person and in a society. A society that can’t laugh at others and at itself in a good-humored way is on its way out. If you can laugh at yourself (as I often do), this is the ultimate symbol of your confidence (self-deprecating humor is thus what we would call a “costly signal,” made, it appears, at the expense of one’s self-esteem). Not surprisingly, historically speaking, dictators have always despised the use of humor, precisely because they recognize that their hold over people is ultimately fragile, based on force and lies, and humor undermines their rule.22

In fall 2021, I hosted the journalist and attorney Megyn Kelly on my show. While introducing her, I admitted to being a big fan of hers, to which she replied as follows (slightly edited for expository clarity): “I’ll return the compliment. Last night at our house we had over two very powerful law enforcement types and, we, Doug [Megyn’s husband] and I, were imitating different Gad Saad acts—you know, how you do your funny bits. We each had our favorite; I was doing mine; he was doing his; and so you have two new, big fans; one is a CIA guy, and one is a cop guy.”23 On my show, I have several lines of satirical sketches that are meant to mock various elements of the current zeitgeist. For example, I have a series of satirical clips that utilize the Aslan-Uygur Decoder 5000 (named after Reza Aslan and Cenk Uygur, two hopelessly lobotomized progressives). The prop in question is a toy phone, which I use to “decode” various progressive nonsense. I have also posted many self-flagellation clips wherein I utilize three types of whips of self-loathing (a belt, a swatter, and a flogger sent to me by a fan). I will literally whip myself on camera whilst satirically apologizing for past “transgressions,” such as having been friends with Jordan Peterson.24 My “hiding under the desk” series has also become a global favorite. Each episode involves my speaking to the camera whilst feigning excessive fear and literally hiding under my study’s desk. The inaugural episode was a satirical take on the hysterical faux fear that all progressives were expressing at the inauguration of Donald Trump.25 Other persons or things that have since sent me into hiding include the successful podcaster Joe Rogan, the Freedom Convoy (in Canada), voter ID laws, the acquittal of Kyle Rittenhouse, the Pronoun Taliban, the January 6 “insurrectionists,” Donald Trump’s impeachment acquittals, the appointments of Amy Coney Barrett and Brett Kavanaugh to the United States Supreme Court, Jussie Smollett, Brexit, and climate change. I have also satirized Elizabeth Warren’s “slice of life” interaction with her husband in her kitchen, the cackling of Kamala Harris, the bizarre interaction of Kamala Harris with several child actors (in promoting space research), Hillary Clinton having “raped” me, Jussie Smollett and his friends having attacked me in a hate crime, and Ketanji Brown Jackson having assaulted me at Camp B’Nai Brith (possibly in 1977). It takes sizeable self-confidence to produce such content precisely because most professors are severely constrained by their stiffness. They wrongly presume that to be a serious professor requires that they present themselves to the world in all circumstances in a solemn manner. Hogwash. I can publish a very rigorous scientific paper in a leading academic journal, author a bestselling book, accept speaking engagements at leading universities, and be funny, playful, and irreverent. In February 2022, I spoke at a national event organized by Hillsdale College. The next day, Larry Arnn, the president of this wonderful anti-woke institution, ran into me at breakfast. After complimenting my work, he added, “And you’re a hoot.” My life is greatly enriched by having a playful and humorous personality. It does not diminish the seriousness of the issues that I tackle. Rather, it offers some much-needed levity from the doom and gloom inherent to some of the topics that I address. My ability to be playful serves as a pressure relief valve from the otherwise unbearable, ugly realities that I deal with on a daily basis. It is part of the homeostatic mechanism for retaining my sanity.

Researchers have argued for the evolutionary roots of laughter and humor. They’ve done so using several disciplines, including cognitive neuroscience, primatology, developmental psychology, positive psychology, and play research.26 The reality is that laughter and humor constitute indelible elements of our human nature, and not surprisingly laughter yields many mental and physical health benefits.27 In one recent study in Norway with more than fifty-three thousand participants, humor (the cognitive component) was protective against specific forms of mortality in men (infections) and women (cardiovascular diseases and infections).28 The old adage “laughter is the best medicine” appears to be empirically true.



Playing Outside, Biophilia, and Well-Being

My wife and I are only too familiar with the addictive nature of electronics, be it iPads or iPhones. It has proven nearly impossible to modulate the amount of time that our children spend on these devices. The ill consequences on one’s health and well-being with increased usage of these devices is unequivocal. With increased usage comes a greater likelihood for obesity and depressive symptoms, poorer dietary choices, decreased quality of life, greater anxiety, decreased metabolic and cardiovascular health, worsened psychosocial health, reduced cognitive development and educational achievement, and worsening sleep patterns, among other negative consequences.29 Instead of being stuck interacting with electronics, children benefit greatly from interacting with the natural world. The lack of time that children now spend outdoors immersed in the restorative benefits of nature was coined “nature-deficit disorder” by bestselling author Richard Louv.30 While an obsession with electronics is a tragic reality for many children, the ill effects apply to adults as well. I have experienced firsthand the negative consequences of being endlessly accessible online. I’m more stressed out, more agitated, and more short-tempered. Whenever I take an enforced break from social media, I see an immediate improvement in my general well-being. Children and adults alike reap great psychological and physical benefits from playing outside. The forms of play might vary depending on your age, but the need to engage in “green play” is universally beneficial whether you are seven or seventy-seven years old.

The lockdowns associated with the COVID pandemic have been disastrous on many levels. To be stuck indoors, isolated from others, for long time periods is a tough reality to bear. Fortunately for my family, our backyard proved to be an oasis that has offered us an inoculation against pandemic-related cabin fever. I suspect that urban apartment dwellers who did not have daily access to a green space had more difficulty coping with the lockdowns, because there is plenty of research that supports the importance of interacting with nature.31 The evolutionary biologist E. O. Wilson coined this term “biophilia,” recognizing the innate need humans have to interact with nature. Such interactions have clear positive consequences on one’s mental and physical health.32 Biophilic architecture recognizes this basal human need by creating living spaces that are congruent with it. For example, post-surgery patients placed in rooms with views of nature do far better than those placed in rooms facing a brick wall. Those with a window to nature had shorter stays in the hospital, fewer negative comments from attending nurses, were administered fewer analgesics, and experienced fewer postsurgical complications.33 The restorative effects of having access to a window to nature are not restricted to hospital settings. Employees in offices with views of a forest have greater job satisfaction and less job stress than those who don’t.34

Over the past year or so, a friend and I have instituted walk-and-talk sessions. He is a clinical psychologist and colleague who shares many of my broad intellectual interests, and hence our conversations are always fun, intense, and engaging. Rather than simply meeting at a café to catch up with one another, we go on long walks and use the opportunity to engage in a free-flowing exchange of ideas (a form of intellectual play). The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche famously opined that “only thoughts that come by walking have any value” [emphasis in original].35 While this might be an overstatement on his part, it is incontestably true that to be in movement can trigger one’s intellectual juices.36 It is perhaps not surprising to know that two of the greatest thinkers of the twentieth century, the physicist Albert Einstein and the mathematician Kurt Gödel, took long walks when they worked at Princeton University’s Institute for Advanced Study.37 When in doubt, go for a walk!



Science as Play

Close to a decade ago, I was approached by a Canadian rapper named Baba Brinkman, who asked me to appear in a rap video titled “I’m A African.”38 Brinkman uses rap music to inspire young children about the beauty of science in general and evolution in particular. I was more than happy to oblige, and in the true spirit of play, I put out a call on social media asking people to suggest a stage name for my “new career” as a rap star. Although I received many worthy suggestions, none seemed to stick. One day I mentioned this to the owner of a local café. He looked at me and said, “Oh, that’s easy. You’re The GadFather.” Bingo! The moniker has so taken off that I now often receive professional letters with the salutation “Dear GadFather.” This nickname stems from a desire to have fun and play. Other professors would never dare take this step of adopting a playful stage name, because it is a testament of humility. As Joe Rogan kindly remarked on one of my appearances on his show, I can be a very serious professor whilst not always taking myself too seriously.

Many people have mental images of what different professionals should look like. Accountants, for example, should be buttoned-down bean counters with glasses. Interior designers should be “flamboyant.” And professors should be serious, measured, and sullen—because these qualities give an aura of profundity. Nonsense. Richard Feynman, the Nobel Prize–winning physicist, was known to be a partier who had an exuberance for life. He partied hard and worked hard. The desire to play need not be a separate realm from the austere pursuit of science. On the contrary, science is the epitome of intellectual play. It requires many of the same elements of play, namely imagination, curiosity, and creativity. People purchase elaborate one-thousand-piece puzzles as a form of play. They pay money to be locked up in a room from which they must escape using clues available in that room (known as an escape room). They go on treasure (or scavenger) hunts where they must interpret the meaning of various clues in order to collect a set list of items. Each of these forms of play contains many of the same elements found in scientific pursuits, including identifying patterns or clues that permit for a solution to be found.

Several years ago, as the COVID pandemic was about to be unleashed globally, my daughter was embarking on her fifth grade science project. She decided to explore whether two odorless and tasteless food colorants (red and blue) placed in a clear soda drink would alter people’s perceptions of the drink on three key metrics: sweetness, refreshment, and flavor. The entire family used this as a wonderful opportunity to engage in intellectual play! First, we had to purchase the relevant colorants, soda drink, and cups. We also had to develop and print out the questionnaire. Finally, we had to find a venue to set up our drink stand for the experiment. We ended up using the indoor dome at my university, where we intercepted people and encouraged them to take part in the experiment. Twenty-nine participants tasted each of the two drinks and rated them. Later that day my daughter and I excitedly tabulated the results in an Excel spreadsheet. Upon going through these various steps, my daughter, in an ebullient and effusive gasp of excitement, advised me that “this was so much fun!” I told her that this is what I did for a living. I could see in her eyes that I had inspired her. This personal anecdote reminds me of Emily Rosa, who likely remains the youngest person to have ever published a paper in a peer-reviewed medical journal, let alone one as prestigious as the Journal of the American Medical Association.39 For her grade four science project, she designed an experiment to test the validity of therapeutic touch (a New Age form of medical quackery based on the idea that human energy fields can cure disease). Not surprisingly, practitioners of this “therapy” were shown to possess a less than random chance at being able to detect such fields. This is the beauty of the scientific method. It is democratic in that there are no institutional barriers to entry. If a nine-year-old child is able to identify a worthy research question, apply the scientific method, and arrive at valid conclusions, she is just as worthy to publish a scientific paper as anyone else.

At the 2014 annual Society for Consumer Psychology conference, consumer researcher Darren Dahl (who has been a guest on my show)40 delivered a presidential address on the importance of play as an integral part of the research process. The talk greatly resonated with me because I have always tried to impart to my students that the pursuit of science is a form of intellectual play. Dahl concluded his talk by saying, “We all want to publish lots of papers. We all want to do great things. But don’t get so caught up in that end goal that you lose the process. Because, in my mind, discovery, creativity, and play will make you happier and hopefully will help you produce better work.”41 Several scholars have made this exact point, namely that scientific research is a form of play:

“Play in scientific research is seldom discussed in print. Perhaps we scientists take it for granted. Or maybe we are a little self-conscious and try to hide it from others. After all, we don’t want taxpayers to think they are subsidizing adults who are acting like a bunch of kids, thereby squandering hefty amounts of public money.”42

“When we set up encounters between various chemicals, our expectations extend those of the child who has been given a paint box and tries mixing various colors just to see what comes out. In the same mood, the chemist asks himself what would happen were he to change the proportions or modify the sequence of the operations in a complex synthesis. Such a playful, childlike attitude can be extremely fruitful. Let us not be too embarrassed to acknowledge that play is often what motivates us.”43

“Real science has the potential to not only amaze, but also transform the way one thinks of the world and oneself. This is because the process of science is little different from the deeply resonant, natural processes of play. Play enables humans (and other mammals) to discover (and create) relationships and patterns. When one adds rules to play, a game is created. This is science: the process of playing with rules that enables one to reveal previously unseen patterns of relationships that extend our collective understanding of nature and human nature” [emphasis in original].44

“Science, like religion, is a form of sacred play. It creates a world that transcends the world of our senses, a world of make-believe that we may enter if we choose to play. Like all play it offers a confrontation with important truths about ourselves and the world beyond us” [emphasis in original].45

“It is widely held that the objectivity of the language of scientific communication has served science well. It is less clear that it has served to open the game of science to the broader society of which the scientific community is a part. Possibly ways could be found to play science as a more public game in which the purely intellectual play that characterizes science at its best is more visible and readily accessible” [emphasis in original].46

The reality is that most academics play the publication game (publish or perish),47 and in so doing they lose the creativity and spontaneity of engaging in intellectual play. They become constrained by a rigid reward structure. I believe that scientists and other academics should ignore the careerist considerations of publish or perish and instead become more intellectually inquisitive—a form of mental play that in the long term will make them better scientists and scholars. The Dutch historian Johan Huizinga referred to human beings as Homo Ludens, “man the player.”48 Well, there is no higher form of play than the discovery of new knowledge, using an ethos of childlike wonder.

In my nearly thirty-year career as a professor, I have had countless opportunities to evaluate scientific projects whilst wearing numerous hats, be it as a grant reviewer, a reviewer for many leading academic journals, a supervisor, or a researcher. Perhaps the leading weakness of most academic research is that it is profoundly uninteresting. Granted, this might be a somewhat subjective judgment. But are there universal markers of interestingness that one might use? In a classic paper published in 1971, the sociologist Murray S. Davis offered a set of twelve criteria that might adjudicate between interesting and non-interesting research, and called for the development of a new field, which he called the “sociology of the interesting.”49 In general, his criteria correspond to counterintuitive and surprising features of a finding (for instance, that variable A was thought to cause variable B but in reality it turns out to be the opposite). Many forms of play have a similar bottom-up emergent feature where the trajectory of the play session unfolds in unexpected ways, as occurs, say, in a comedy improvisation theater.50 Ultimately, the scientific enterprise is nothing short of a form of cerebral adult play governed by a singular governing rule: the strict and unbiased adherence to the scientific method.



Find a Life Partner with Whom to Play and Laugh

Many years ago, one of my cousins was engaged to a woman who seemed, on paper, to be an ideal prospective wife. All was progressing nicely toward an eventual marriage until they went away on a beach vacation. It turned out that the fiancée did not like the feeling of sand on her toes. This proved an impediment to their beach vacation and ultimately was one of several reasons why they split up. My family is from Lebanon. We live and play at the beach. It is no surprise that Southern California is my second home. If I have to face a Sophie’s choice between the beach (and my capacity to play there) and a prospective wife who hates the beach, the latter better be as intelligent as two-time Nobel laureate Marie Curie and as beautiful as the actress Blake Lively, otherwise it’s beach time!

Earlier I discussed the importance of assortative human mating, namely the idea that birds of a feather flock together when it comes to a broad range of attributes. Does this apply to adult playfulness? Are people who score similarly on such a disposition more likely to be attracted to one another? Intuitively speaking, this would make perfect sense in that it is difficult to imagine a long-lasting marriage wherein one spouse is sullen and humorless whilst the other is playful and hilarious. Not surprisingly, individuals who are humorous, fun-loving, and playful tend to be attracted to those who exhibit a similar sunny mindset on life.51

Of the many reasons that my wife and I have a successful marriage, one is our ability to have fun with one another, to play with one another, and to make fun of ourselves and each other in a loving manner. I have often shared some of the funny quips between us on social media. Here is an example from Twitter:


Me to my wife: “Come see this gorgeous body. Look at it! If I lose another 10 lbs, I’ll be impossible to live with.”

Wife to me: “I’m starting a ‘please help me page.’ My husband’s ego is too large for this house now that he is thin.”

Life as a playground. See my next book.52



In a cross-cultural study involving five countries (China, Russia, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the United States), marital satisfaction was positively correlated with a spouse’s level of humorousness.53 A meta-analysis showed that humor shared by spouses (relational humor) had a greater positive effect on marital satisfaction than humor that expressed itself in other ways.54 Couples who laugh together are more likely to have successful unions. This makes perfect evolutionary sense in that humor is a sexually selected trait that serves as a proxy measure for such desirable qualities as intelligence or extroversion.55 The ability to foster a fun and playful family environment will also help to bring out these qualities in one’s children. I have seen this with my own children, who are becoming ever more adept at satire and commenting about serious issues with complete playfulness.56

Having a playful mindset can help parents bond with their children, and I have created numerous play-related creative pursuits, all of which serve to strengthen our familial bonds. One such game is a photography competition in which all of the family members have to take a photo of anything that they can find in the house as their official contest “submission.” We then send the photos to my in-laws, who judge the winning photo without knowing the identity of each photographer. A second game, which I have played with my daughter, is one I call “rapid-fire poetry.”57 One of us suggests a word (say, “brain”) and then we have twenty minutes to generate a poem about it, using the following rules: the poem must consist of three verses, four lines per verse, and up to seven words per sentence. Through various creative games, I have been able to carve out quality family time via the magic of play.



When the Mossad Calls, Play!

I’m about to recount a deeply personal story that I did not share with anyone for more than two decades after the events had taken place, and I have only told it to a few individuals since (including my wife), but never in a public forum. So here we go. Let us hope that the unofficial statute of limitations on the story’s confidentiality has passed, as the parties in question are not folks that you would want to upset. Back in the early 1980s, when I was in my late teens, I was approached by a relative who wanted me to meet a male friend of hers. I agreed to the meeting with some trepidation—it seemed an odd request—and my interest was soon piqued even further. The friend told me some Israeli men wanted to meet me, possibly to work on projects of theirs. I met the men, and they told me they worked for Israeli security. They wanted me to help them test possible weaknesses in their security operations. I was all in. I was going to be James Bond in real life!

For my first mission, they wanted me to visit an El Al travel bureau in downtown Montreal. I was to enter the office, sit in the waiting room, leave a bag under one of the chairs, ask a question at the reception desk, and then leave without taking the bag. I headed off to the El Al offices, followed my instructions, and the office security forces (unaware that they were being tested) immediately took steps to ensure that the bag I had left behind wasn’t a bomb. They passed the test easily.

A few weeks later, I was given another, more challenging, assignment. I was to enter the Israeli consulate with a (fake) gun hidden in my winter gloves. The cover story was that I was a university student studying political science who wanted to interview the Israeli consul for a paper I was writing. The script for this operation was elaborate because the security procedures were tighter, and I had to know how to act at each step of the way. At the final layer of security, there would be a more invasive check of my person to establish that I was not carrying any weapons. As you might imagine, I was very concerned that the Israeli agents would discover the gun and harm me, if not kill me. I was assured that my handlers would be there, monitoring the situation, and would intervene before anything grave happened. Not very comforting, but I decided to accept the mission. On that fateful day, I arrived at the consulate and passed through the initial security layers until I arrived at a room where I was alone with a security agent who patted me down. I could feel my heart racing, but I remained cool. He made his way to my winter gloves, and just as he realized what I was hiding, a shout came from my handlers, who were hidden nearby, advising the security agent that this was a test.

Several weeks later I was approached for a third mission to test El Al’s security readiness at the airport (specific details withheld). I had truly graduated to becoming an international man of mystery—and it was exhilarating that no one, not even my parents, knew what I was up to. But then someone—I suppose my relative—spilled the beans to my mother, and she went absolutely hysterical. Apparently, the Mossad (or perhaps Shin Bet)58 does not wish to mess with an angry Lebanese-Jewish mother. My mother made me swear on everything under the sun that I would never accept another mission from the men in question, which I honored (and they never reached out to me again).

Later that summer, I was travelling to Israel for the first time to spend several months with my extended family (many of whom I had never met). As I made my way to the El Al queue, who do I see coming towards me but one of the secretive security men! He was an older gentleman, the leader of the group that had employed me. We looked at one another. He nodded. I reciprocated the nod. And he disappeared into the crowd. For me, as serious as the security tests were, this was all about play. I was playing a role, and the incidents remain vividly entrenched in my memory as an amazing example of life as a playground.



Get a Dog!

As far back as I can remember, I have always been in love with Belgian Shepherds. I was never able to convince my parents to let me have one; so, I made getting one a top item on my to-do list when I’d be on my own. But when I was a graduate student at Cornell University, I thought I was too busy with my studies to bring a dog into my life. Similarly, when I became a young assistant professor, I was too busy establishing my academic career to get a dog. And then I met my wife. I had just gotten tenure, I lived in a beautiful apartment, and the stars seemed finally aligned, but I still somehow felt that acquiring one of these beautiful creatures was an unattainable dream. A few months into our union, I confessed to my wife my obsessive love for these dogs. She listened and then said, “Well, let’s get one.” Wait, what? It’s that simple? I had placed countless imaginary obstacles in my mind for no apparent reason. As a young adult, I had attended numerous dog shows just to hang out with the Belgian Shepherd breeders. In the process, I had befriended one in particular. I contacted him, and he told me that while he had an available litter, he very much doubted I would ever acquire a dog. I proved him wrong! Our first Belgian was named Amar (which means “moon” in Arabic; it is also used as an adjective for “great beauty”). Several years later, we added a second Belgian named Samra (means “dark one” in Arabic). It is difficult to express the joy that these two beautiful beings brought to our lives. Our human children grew up knowing no other reality than being protected by two majestic domestic wolves.

Dogs are true marvels of nature. They possess many noble qualities that most people aspire to exhibit, and few of our faults. They serve as companions; they protect us; they find us under collapsed buildings and rescue us from avalanches; using their extraordinary olfactory ability, they can sniff out bombs and detect dangerous and illicit drugs, as well as a wide range of cancers even at a very early developing stage;59 they serve as guide dogs; they detect an oncoming epileptic seizure or a change in a diabetic’s blood sugar levels; they herd our sheep; but perhaps most important, they play with us. All that a dog asks in return is food, affection, and a chance to play. That is one fantastic deal. The American Kennel Club has drafted an exhaustive list of benefits that stem from having a dog as part of your family. They reduce our sense of isolation and loneliness; they improve our heart health in part by causing us to be more physically active; they reduce our stress levels; they augment our oxytocin levels; they help us in the mating market by making us appear more attractive to prospective mates, as well as facilitating our ability to interact with others (think of the 2005 movie Must Love Dogs starring Diane Lane and John Cusack); and they force us to play.60 The urge to play is so strong in dogs that many K-9 police units use play as the fundamental reward to motivate their dogs to perform well on the job. Not unlike humans, dogs have evolved a strong drive to play, thus explaining why they are our best friends in the animal world.61 When you return home from a hard day’s work, and your dog greets you as though you were the Messiah and immediately begins to solicit you to play, it becomes easy to destress. Your dog lives in the moment, while most of us wallow in the past and worry about the future. Your dog looks at you and communicates the following: “Here we are, just the two of us. We only have this moment. Forget about your worries. The past is gone. Don’t fret about tomorrow. Let’s play now!” There are few decisions that you will ever make that will augment your happiness and well-being as much as when you choose to share your life with dogs. Dogs are so special that even the act of spending money on them increases our happiness!62 Forget about Prozac; get a dog and immerse yourself in play.

Life is fleeting. Every moment is immeasurably precious. One of the ways by which we can honor our wondrous and improbable existence is to adopt a playful mindset as we navigate through the trials and tribulations that life throws at us. Being playful does not imply that you are not a serious person. To the contrary, many of the most austere moments in our lives are deeply enriched by having an open spirit that permits us to tap into our inner child with wide-eyed excitement. To be a maximally happy human is to immerse oneself in perpetual play across countless life domains. Life is too serious not to play.





CHAPTER SIX Variety as the Spice of Life (Sometimes)


No pleasure endures unseasoned by variety.1

—Publius Syrus

Sameness is the mother of disgust, variety the cure.2

—Francesco Petrarch

Having a thousand different ladies is pretty cool, I’ve learned in my life. I’ve (also) found out that having one woman a thousand different times is more satisfying.3

—Wilt Chamberlain

The secret of happiness is this: Let your interests be as wide as possible….4

—Bertrand Russell



The pursuit of variety is one of the fundamental ways human beings forestall existential monotony. But while the “variety effect” yields many benefits, it is not always the preferred path to take, and more is not always better.

Let me give you an example. I love Vietnamese food, and at my favorite Vietnamese restaurant I almost always get the same dish, beef pho. At my favorite Mexican restaurant in Laguna Beach, California, I almost always get the calamari burrito. When it comes to these two restaurants, I seem to have found a dish that brings me great gustatory satisfaction, and accordingly I fail to activate my otherwise enthusiastic taste for food variety. I am a bit of a germophobe, too, but I do not shy away from trying novel and exotic foods, to the point of buying snake soup from a street vendor in Hong Kong. The reality is that both variety and routine have their benefits when it comes to our happiness. At any given point, an individual faces multiple Darwinian pulls. The challenge is to know how to navigate the potential minefields into which our instincts guide us. Behavioral scientists have explored many motives and factors that drive human beings to seek variety. A typical argument, especially in consumer psychology, is that introducing novelty into our normal range of choices thwarts the risks of psychological or physiological satiation.5 Another thing to remember is that the evolutionary reasons that promote variety-seeking differ when we are talking about different domains, whether it be food, intellectual stimulation, or sexual activity.

So, what are some of the contexts in which variety leads to greater happiness? Using both correlational and experimental studies, we know, generally, that having a variety of activities and goals is linked to well-being.6 For example, researchers found that users of the Live Happy app who engaged in a wider variety of happiness-inducing exercises were happier than those who employed a more limited selection.7 But there has also been a documented negative relationship between pursuing too many presumed positive activities and happiness.8 As is true of most things in life, the challenge is to find the right balance and understand the right conditions so that the pursuit of variety is beneficial and not detrimental. At times we may seek the solace of a familiar routine, whereas on other occasions we benefit from an infusion of novelty.

Variety-seeking is, in part, a personality trait. Some people are inherently greater variety seekers than others, and this might correlate to a wide range of personality traits.9 Aside from variety-seeking as a personality trait, there are situational variables that have a profound effect on the extent to which we seek variety. For instance, researchers have found that we are less likely to seek variety in the morning as compared to later in the day.10 They propose that this is linked to changes in physiological arousal associated with our diurnal circadian rhythms. We know too that it is unwise to go grocery shopping when you are hungry, as you are more likely to buy more of everything.11 Other situational variables that alter people’s desire for variety include hunger, thirst, sleepiness, and the weather. People who are hungry or thirsty exhibit an increased penchant for food variety and drink variety, respectively.12 Drowsy people seek food variety because it is a form of psychological arousal that helps in wakefulness.13 When weather worsens our mood, human beings are apt to seek more variety as an arousal-inducing pursuit.14 The COVID-19 lockdowns also prompted people to seek more variety when they were finally able to travel.15


The “Diversity Is Our Strength” Mantra versus Optimal Variety

In addition to his job as the prime minister of Canada, Justin Trudeau also acts as commissar of the Bureau of Diversity, Inclusion, and Equity (DIE), where we are all obliged to repeat the party slogan, “Diversity is our strength”—no matter the social, political, and economic realities and problems around us. Inflation is rampant. No worries, “Diversity is our strength.” Crime is up. Easily solvable with more diversity. Islamic terrorism a threat? Canada needs more diversity. Do you suffer from diabetes? Perhaps you need a more diverse collection of doctors who are less interested in body-shaming you. Needless to say, the single-minded focus on DIE is wrongheaded on many levels. First, the pursuit of diversity is utterly irrelevant to many issues. For example, a research group’s ability to solve a problem in pure mathematics does not depend on the ethnic, racial, or gender identities or sexual orientations of its members. Apparently, if only transgender women of color had tackled Fermat’s Last Theorem, the world would not have needed to wait more than 350 years to have a heterosexual white male, Sir Andrew Wiles, prove it in 1995. Could you imagine how much quicker the double helix structure of DNA could have been identified had we not relied on two white men (Francis Crick and James Watson) to resolve this issue in 1953? Imagine if nonbinary Latinx people had not been marginalized by the scientific establishment, the mysteries of DNA could have been elucidated long ago. And do not get me started on the mapping of the human genome. Too much reliance on the scientific method (also known as “white science”) has clearly held us back. The second problem with the DIE cult is that it focuses on all the wrong metrics of diversity. There are contexts where a greater diversity of political orientations or personality traits is important. In other words, greater variety in some instances does yield optimal performance. It has been demonstrated, for instance, that there is an inverted-U curve on how many highly extroverted individuals there should be in task-performing groups.16

The concept of diversity (as a proxy for variety) has clearly become a politically laden term. Progressives love all forms of diversity except when they don’t—intellectually, politically, or culturally. Indeed, they are Talibanic in their desire to cancel, ban, obliterate, and destroy speech, ideas, and statues of which they disapprove. That being said, does one’s political orientation affect one’s general penchant for variety-seeking? The answer is yes, but perhaps not in the way that you might expect. People who scored higher on political conservatism, or who were primed to be in a conservative mindset, were more likely to be engaged in greater food variety-seeking.17 In a quest to explain this otherwise counterintuitive finding, the researchers argued that to the extent that seeking product variety is a social norm in individualistic societies, and conservatives in Western societies are more likely to adhere to individualistic social norms, this might be at the root of the conservative variety-seeking effect.

Whereas universities are now bastions of ideological homogeneity (lack of variety) due to the overwhelming number of professors who are left-leaning and progressive in their political bent—and who mostly, if not exclusively, hire like-minded candidates—how well do these institutions fare in promoting intellectual variety-seeking? Colleges and universities often tout to parents the importance of a broad liberal arts education. But does this merely sound good as part of a university’s mission statement to parents? Is it otherwise ignored? I turn next to how the pursuit of intellectual variety-seeking can lead to cerebral happiness.



Intellectual Variety-Seeking vs. Specialization

Intellectual variety-seeking is a fundamental feature of a psychologically rich life.18 Indeed, a psychologically rich life is one “best characterized by a variety of interesting and perspective-changing experiences.”19 When I was pursuing my undergraduate degree, the start of each semester was a uniquely exciting time for me. I would spend the first few weeks sitting in on countless courses prior to deciding on my final choice of electives for that semester (courses outside of my specialization in mathematics and computer science). It was akin to an all-you-can-eat buffet, albeit the offerings were food for thought and not for your belly. I ended up taking courses in ceramics, the history of French cinema, anthropology, consumer behavior, linguistics, accounting, marketing, economics, and astronomy, among other topics. In other words, I was instantiating the ethos of seeking a broad and well-rounded education even though I was majoring in very technical disciplines. Unlike some of my undergraduate cohorts who were quantitative jocks (so to speak), my interests spanned the natural sciences, the social sciences, and the humanities. This has always been the case, as evidenced by the fact that I won the chemistry and history awards when graduating from high school in 1982. As far back as I can remember, I have always been drawn to a very broad range of intellectual interests.

Back in 2008, I was invited to the University of Arizona to deliver lectures on three separate topics. One of the lectures was titled “To Strategize or Not to Strategize: That Is the Question—Musings of an Interdisciplinarian and Iconoclastic Evolutionary Consumer Scholar.” The theme was to explore the pros and cons of two distinct research strategies when pursuing an academic career. The first and most accepted approach is to operate within a very narrow academic area of expertise and develop research streams that probe deeply within this tightly defined knowledge base. A key benefit of this in-depth strategy is that it affords academics economies of scale in terms of staying abreast of the relevant academic literature, the appropriate methodologies to use, and the accepted theoretical frameworks. There is no need to constantly revamp one’s areas of research expertise if you are a “stay in your lane” professor. An example of such an academic was the late Alice Isen, a professor of psychology and marketing at Cornell University during my time there as a doctoral student. Much of her scientific career was spent studying the relationship between positive affect and various phenomena (such as word association, memory tasks, intertemporal choice, creativity, and variety-seeking). The second and less accepted strategy is to pursue broad research interests unencumbered by topical constraints, disciplinary boundaries, or methodological confines. My scientific career has been defined by this second, broader approach. I have published papers in medicine, psychology, consumer behavior, economics, politics, advertising, marketing, evolutionary theory, and bibliometrics, to name some of the intellectual disciplines, on an extraordinarily wide range of topics within them. The driving reason for doing so stems from my need for intellectual variety-seeking. I am unwilling to remain within a tightly defined intellectual landscape. Rather, I view my role as a professor as one where I seek to advance knowledge whilst being an intellectual hedonist. Life is simply too short to be a one-trick pony.

In 2016, I was invited to speak at the psychology department of a Californian university. More than a speaking engagement, it was a second attempt by that university to hire me. In 2011, the president and chancellor at the time wanted me to become a professor at their institution. The deal was nearly done when in all likelihood “progressive” faculty members protested and succeeded in blocking my appointment (albeit I was told that it was due to budgetary constraints). The full story is an extraordinary tale of academic cowardice and institutional rot, but I will leave the details for another time and place. For my 2016 visit, I prepared a lecture covering several of my published and ongoing projects, most of which shared the application of evolutionary theory to a broad variety of phenomena, including the behavioral genetics of decision-making, the effects of conspicuous consumption on men’s testosterone levels, the effects of the menstrual cycle on women’s beautification choices, the universal hourglass figure as advertised by online female escorts, the different ways men and women approach mate selection, and the genetic factors that affect gift-giving at Israeli weddings.20 My point was to highlight precisely how evolutionary theory allows me to bring theoretical coherence under a unifying framework to many subjects. I assumed that my wide-ranging talk—a form of intellectual variety-seeking—would entertain and instruct. Boy, was I wrong! The feedback that I received was that my work was too scattered and unfocused. I should have instead presented a set of studies in a very narrow research area. (For me, this would be a quick cure for insomnia.) Hyper-specialization is the hill where big ideas and disruptive innovations go to die.

I will accept, however, that a hyper-generalist might be insufficiently well-versed to make a significant contribution in a particular field. Think of the adage “jack of all trades, master of none.” As in most things in life, the optimal point lies between these two extremes.

In an otherwise bleak landscape of DIE insanity, today’s universities at least recognize that many of the most pressing scientific and practical problems that involve academic research require an interdisciplinary approach.21 Needless to say, interdisciplinarity requires a mindset rooted in intellectual variety-seeking. Take, for example, the mapping of the human genome. It utilized knowledge from a broad range of disciplines including biology, chemistry, physics, bioinformatics, genetics, mathematics, and computer science.22 Twenty-five years ago, Moti Nissani, an interdisciplinary professor, provided a list of ten reasons to explain the importance of interdisciplinarity, including:


5. Many intellectual, social, and practical problems require interdisciplinary approaches. 6. Interdisciplinary knowledge and research serve to remind us of the unity-of-knowledge ideal. 7. Interdisciplinarians enjoy greater flexibility in their research. 8. More so than narrow disciplinarians, interdisciplinarians often treat themselves to the intellectual equivalent of traveling in new lands.23



Reason 5 speaks to the importance of interdisciplinarity to cracking problems that no single area of expertise can. Reason 6 is a recognition of the importance of consilience as espoused by the late Harvard biologist E. O. Wilson. Reason 7 acknowledges that a penchant for intellectual variety-seeking engenders cognitive flexibility, whereas reason 8 is in line with my view that life is too short to refrain from visiting a broad range of intellectual landscapes. Cerebral variety-seeking, as instantiated via an ethos of interdisciplinarity, yields the good life by helping us address important societal and scientific challenges. An analysis of papers published in 2000 across a very broad range of disciplines revealed that the top 1 percent of most cited papers also happen to be more interdisciplinary than all other papers.24 Not surprisingly, interdisciplinarity yields scientific works that have more impact on society.25 Of note, two measures of interdisciplinarity (the diversity and variety of cited references) have a positive effect on being cited by other scholars in the long term (but not so over the short term).26

Most universities proclaim that the pursuit of interdisciplinarity is one of their central missions, and yet when it comes to actually supporting such endeavors, they quickly revert to disciplinary tribalism. Case in point, back in 2009 I had hosted the eminent evolutionary biologist David Sloan Wilson at Concordia University. David pioneered the evolutionary studies program at Binghamton University, where students are now able to obtain an interdisciplinary minor in evolutionary studies. I tried to establish a similar program at my university, but when I pitched the idea to the various deans I received less than enthusiastic responses. The program would have been an important first for a Canadian university, but bureaucratic inertia, lack of vision, and disciplinary tribalism killed it. Professors are ultimately human beings, and as such they exhibit the standard traps of the us-versus-them mindset. The reality is that academics are trained to think within disciplinary and functional silos. It is no surprise that I hardly interact with my business school colleagues in other disciplines. We may share a building, but we seldom collaborate with one another. Ultimately, the ethos of interdisciplinarity will only be fully instantiated when universities create reward structures that explicitly encourage intellectual variety-seeking. In the meantime, however, there is no reason why you, the reader, should not seek variety in your own intellectual pursuits, such as in your book choices for a quiet evening at home—as long as your home includes a copy of this book and The Parasitic Mind!



Analogical Reasoning, Generalists, and Polymaths

In my public engagement, I often use analogical reasoning to demonstrate the fallacy of a given position. The power of analogies comes from our human desire to compare and contrast experiences and data. Or to put it in the context of this chapter, analogies apply intellectual variety-seeking and interdisciplinary interests to the commonsense application of logic.

Some of the great scientific insights in human history were arrived at via analogical reasoning, perhaps none as famously as Johannes Kepler’s use of extensive analogies in developing his cosmological work on planetary motion.27 We know this because Kepler kept a detailed account of his cognitive processes of reasoning and discovery. Kepler’s cognitive detailing would be referred to in today’s parlance as concurrent verbal protocols (verbalizing what a decision maker is doing as he engages a task) or retrospective verbal protocols (verbalizing what a decision maker did after having completed a task). Verbal protocols are very laborious to analyze because they generate hugely detailed transcripts, but they are incredibly rich in terms of the cognitive details that are being described. In any case, the ability to generate incisive and illuminating analogies often requires that one be well-versed across intellectual domains. This is precisely what the psychologist Kevin Dunbar sought to establish with his research on the inner workings of molecular biology labs.28 Specifically, Dunbar highlighted how scientists use analogical reasoning and showed that labs with members coming from a greater variety of disciplines yielded greater analogical reasoning. The bottom line is that to be an intellectual variety-seeker enriches one’s life on a personal level and enhances scientists’ ability to come up with breakthrough discoveries.

An analysis of U.S. patents (a measure of innovation) filed between 1975 and 1999 in the electronics industry found that in technological environments defined by high uncertainty, having a generalist on the team yielded positive effects in terms of the economic relevance of the patent.29 Interestingly, in slow-paced scientific domains, generalists fare better than specialists.30 Generalists and specialists assess information differently, and an examination of patents filed by 3M inventors revealed that both are needed. In terms of the raw number of filed patents, generalists performed better, but, not surprisingly, sophisticated technical inventions came from specialists.31

The ability to harness the creative power of a variety of people with radically different backgrounds to solve problems that otherwise have stymied specialists is at the root of InnoCentive, where people get together to “solve the world’s greatest challenges.”32 The company has proclaimed an 80 percent success rate in generating crowdsourced solutions. On a related note, the Arrowsmith bibliometric project, founded by Don R. Swanson, is a systematized platform that uses algorithmic formulas to identify links in scientific research papers that are otherwise in disconnected disciplines.33 Many important discoveries have been made by identifying links between otherwise disparate scholarly endeavors.34

Highly accomplished academics often exhibit broad interests outside of their areas of expertise. The late Nobel laureate physicist Richard Feynman was an ardent bongo drummer. The economist Thomas Sowell, one of the original slayers of woke ideas, has been an avid photographer for many decades. The classicist Victor Davis Hanson has been a farmer for many years. A study that contrasted five groups, namely Nobel laureates in the sciences, National Academy of Sciences (NAS) members, British Royal Society (BRS) members, Sigma Xi members (scientists in general), and the general public, found that Nobel Prize winners were the most likely to have arts and crafts avocations, followed by the two other groupings of eminent scientists (NAS and BRS), which had roughly equal avocations, and coming in last were Sigma Xi members and the general public, who had roughly the same number of avocations.35 Hence, the more eminent a scientist is, the more likely he is to exhibit broad interests outside his area of scientific expertise. On a related note, an analysis of the academic background of Nobel Prize winners in medicine or physiology found that many had a multidisciplinary education as part of their academic training.36 A mind trained in intellectual variety can unlock important scientific mysteries that elude others.

Back in 2014, I wrote a Psychology Today column listing the ten historical figures I would invite to a party, and I asked people on social media to offer their own lists.37 The two most popular responses were Albert Einstein and Charles Darwin. Here are mine (in no particular order): Charles Darwin, Albert Einstein, Isaac Newton, Galileo Galilei, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Leonardo da Vinci, Maimonides, and King Solomon. If I had to put one guest above the others, it would be da Vinci, because he was the ultimate Renaissance man: a polymath extraordinaire interested in anatomy, botany, and cartography who made astounding contributions as a painter, engineer, scientist, sculptor, and architect. Some of his sketches were prophetic of future inventions—like the machine gun and the helicopter. A copy of da Vinci’s famous drawing The Vitruvian Man hangs in our bedroom in honor of this great man’s intellectual and artistic achievements.

While it is increasingly rare in today’s academic ecosystem to be a polymath, the benefits are incontestable. As Michael Araki, a researcher in the fields of innovation and entrepreneurship, has stated:


Polymathic breadth, rather than detrimental to rigorous inquiry, provides the resources necessary for critical thinking and sheds light on previously unseen gaps in our understanding. It helps us identify common foundations among disciplines, offering solid grounds for future inquiry. It fosters development of rich collections of ideas, experiences, and skills that enable novel and surprising combinations, which can lead to powerful, otherwise unreachable, insights. Unsurprisingly, humanity’s most celebrated discoveries came from people who engaged with a variety of interests and integrated them into synergistic networks of enterprise. Clearly, whenever critical thinking or innovation are necessary, it pays to encourage the development of the rich, examined, and integrated repertoire that is the hallmark of polymathy.38



When I established my show The Saad Truth in 2014, my objective was to hold conversations with interesting people irrespective of their professions or areas of specialization. Unlike many podcasts that focus on a singular theme (whether it be crime, psychology, fitness, or happiness), I could not bear to restrict myself in this manner. I’m an intellectual variety-seeker! As in most other pursuits in my life, my show would be defined by the broad variety of my guests. I’ve held chats with psychologists, physicians, philosophers, physicists, chemists, biologists, primatologists, anthropologists, economists, political scientists, historians, a bioethicist, a geneticist, a sociologist, a geophysicist, a statistician, porn stars, media personalities, athletes, literature professors, politicians, an ex–Islamic extremist, an imam, the founder of Twitter, a legendary soul singer, a cartoonist, a satirist, journalists, lawyers, a wrongly jailed prisoner who spent twenty-nine years in prison for a murder that he did not commit, activists, a film director, actors, comedians, the Navy SEAL who killed Osama bin Laden, and the niece of Osama bin Laden.39 It is not easy to carry on meaningful and engaging conversations with such a varied guest list. It requires intellectual curiosity, epistemic humility, and open-mindedness, all of which are ultimately linked to a desire to sample from a heterogeneous intellectual buffet. I am infinitely richer for having met these brilliant people and engaged them in long-form conversations.

Engaging your mind in a variety of intellectual tasks is absolutely necessary for living the good life. As Socrates reputedly said, “The unexamined life is not worth living”; he and his greatest pupils showed an interest in everything. This made them fully human. It did not necessarily make them happy—there is a distinction between “the good life” and being happy—but for many of us, exercising our reason across broad fields of endeavor, and finding links between those fields, certainly helps us find happiness.



Sexual Variety

Question: Are humans happiest when they seek sexual variety or when they accept monogamous bonds of marriage? As an evolutionary scientist, my first step to answering this question is to examine mating systems across the animal kingdom. Sexually reproducing species organize their mating systems in several ways. One way is polygyny, as practiced by mountain gorillas and elephant seals, where one male maintains a harem of multiple females. There is also polyandry, practiced by cassowaries and jacanas, where one female has multiple male mates. And there is monogamy, notably practiced by prairie voles and sandhill cranes, where one male mates with one female. Depending on the mating system, sex differences are either exaggerated or eliminated. For example, in polygynous species, the sexual dimorphism is sizeable, as evidenced by the size differential between a male elephant seal and its female counterpart. In the human context, men are roughly 15 percent larger than women. Where do humans fall when it comes to this particular taxonomy? Are we naturally monogamous, or do we seek sexual variety? The truth is that we seek both, to have the cake and eat it too, meaning that we have a desire for long-term pair bonding as well as an instinct to stray from our monogamous unions. The quest for forging monogamous relationships is rooted in the evolutionary recognition that human babies require tremendous investment from both parents. We are a “biparental species,” which is a rarity among mammals. From the research that has been conducted on mammals, birds, and fish, we know that 90 percent of mammalian species have female-only parental care. Ten percent have biparental care. None have male-only parental care. Ninety percent of bird species are biparental. Eight percent have female-only parental care and 2 percent have male-only parental care. Most fish species offer no parental care, but of those that do, 50 percent are male only, 30 percent are female only, and 20 percent are biparental.40

What is often forgotten, given the dominance of Western culture, is that monogamy is not a given for human beings. Anthropological records suggest that, historically, 85 percent of cultures have permitted polygynous marriages (parts of the African and Islamic worlds still do); while monogamy is the marital system of nearly all of the remaining 15 percent of cultures.41 There are very few cases of human polyandry, the most famous of which might be Tibetan fraternal polyandry,42 which can, in rare circumstances, make evolutionary sense.43

Men and women thus face an existential sexual conundrum. We have evolved a desire for sexual variety in order to augment our mating success, concomitant with a desire to form monogamous long-term unions in order to raise children. The wedding jitters or proverbial wedding-day cold feet that many people experience as they are about to get married likely stem from two questions: 1) Am I marrying the right person? 2) Even if this is the right person, am I willing and able to remain sexually faithful to one person for the rest of my life? Hence, one’s wedding day is both a cause for great celebration (I found my soulmate) and deep mourning (the death of sexual variety, as I’m denying all future sexual opportunities). Variety-seeking is nature’s Viagra pill, and it has been documented across many species that sexual variety increases sexual interest. It has been given the term “the Coolidge effect,” because of an anecdote from when United States president Calvin Coolidge and his wife were visiting a farm. Mrs. Coolidge, strolling separately from her husband, was told that a certain rooster mated multiple times a day. She was impressed, and told the farmworker to tell her husband. When President Coolidge was informed, he asked whether the rooster was mating with the same hen. He was told no, the rooster mated with multiple hens. President Coolidge supposedly quipped: “Tell that to Mrs. Coolidge.” The Coolidge effect has been documented within the human context.44 This penchant has been commercialized by Ashley Madison, a company that specializes in organizing sexual dalliances outside of marriage with such slogans as “When Monogamy Becomes Monotony” and “Life Is Short. Have an Affair.”

Evolutionary psychology, and other scientific research, has shown that it is an incontestable fact that men desire sexual variety more than women do; this finding has been demonstrated in nations around the globe.45 That notwithstanding, it is unequivocally true that women too have evolved a desire for sexual variety. Women are more likely to cheat when they are maximally fertile, are more likely to do so with males of superior genetic stock (as compared to the cuckolded partners), are more likely to orgasm when they cheat, and are less likely to insist on using contraception.46 Taken together, this is known as the “shopping for good genes” mating strategy. A woman might marry Bill Gates for security but cheat on him with the brawny, sexy gardener.47 Furthermore, as described by the evolutionary biologist Robin Baker in his 1996 book Sperm Wars, men’s ejaculate contains three phenotypes of spermatozoa: the classic “swimmers” that look to fertilize a woman’s ovum; the blockers that stand at the entrance of a woman’s reproductive tract to block entry of another man’s sperm; and the killers that seek to kill other men’s sperm.48 Given that sperm is viable for roughly seventy-two hours inside a woman’s reproductive tract, the fact that men have evolved such chemical weaponry to thwart other men’s sperm implies that evolutionarily speaking, it was highly likely that your female ancestors and mine had sex with at least two men within a three-day period. Finally, a comparison of the size of testes as a function of body size across primates is quite revealing regarding female promiscuity within a given species.49 For example, gorillas have a polygynous mating arrangement wherein a singular dominant male monopolizes sexual access to many females (although extrapair copulations can occur). Hence, since the likelihood of sperm wars is minimal, male gorillas have relatively small testes. Male chimpanzees, on the other hand, are walking testicles. They have gigantic testes precisely because of intense female promiscuity. Would you like to venture where human males fit on that continuum? Are we closer to gorillas or chimpanzees? Gentlemen, please brace yourselves. Human males tend to have relatively larger testicles than gorillas’ but smaller than chimpanzees’, suggesting that evolutionarily speaking, human females are likely to seek sexual variety. Variety is a two-edged sword! What is good for the goose is good for the gander.

Since we have evolved both the desire to form long-term unions and a desire to seek sexual variety, how do these conflicting goals relate to happiness? Are those with fewer lifetime sexual partners happier than those with more? Does the single life or the married life lead to greater individual happiness? The data are quite messy, but it does seem that marriage improves one’s well-being and that those with very few sexual partners prior to marriage are happiest.50 That said, long-term couples who maintain a high level of sexual satisfaction with each other benefit from incorporating sexual variety within their relationships.51 Of note, an examination of sexual frequency of American adults for a twenty-five-year period (1989–2014) revealed that married people have sex more often than unmarried people.52 Is it better to have sex eighty times per year with one’s spouse (no variety) or twenty times per year, one each with a different partner (high variety)? I suppose that the answer to this question will depend on a slew of personality traits but perhaps most notably on one’s score on the Sociosexual Orientation Inventory, a measure of a person’s desire for emotionally unfettered and hence noncommittal sexual contacts.53

A quick final note about women’s drive for sexual variety. Whereas it is clear that women seek greater sexual variety when they are maximally fertile, this penchant is contingent on their perceived vulnerability to disease.54 In other words, women’s desire for sexual variety increases as a genetic insurance policy against increased disease threats. And women who are in the maximally fertile part of their ovulating cycles not only desire sexual variety, they desire a greater variety of consumer goods and hedonic foods.55 The life lesson here is that if you are an ovulating woman, don’t go shopping on the internet and avoid the all-you-can-eat buffet!



Food Variety

I am currently at my lightest weight since 1996. I have been able to achieve a dramatic weight loss in part because I have managed to redirect the variety effect, within the food domain, to my advantage. From an evolutionary perspective, it makes perfect sense to seek a multitude of varied food sources. After all, we are omnivores who crave a broad range of tastes, smells, and textures in our food offerings. It is perhaps not surprising then that the Mediterranean diet, which is defined by a heterogeneous set of food sources, is optimal for one’s health, including for maintaining a healthy weight. The key, of course, is moderation in quantity while enjoying the diversity of offerings.

I should add here as a sidenote that I am a huge animal lover and I abhor the grotesque and diabolical cruelty that is endemic within the animal farming industry. As such, I am fully committed to a radical improvement in how we treat our sentient animal cousins. But humans have evolved a desire to consume animal protein, and they are not going to lose that desire. As such, it is wrong—and likely suboptimal to our well-being—to expect us all to become strict vegans.56 That is simply a fact for which there is anatomical, physiological, morphological (cranial and dental), paleobiological, parasitological, archaeological, cross-cultural, anthropological, nutritional, genomic, genetical, medical, sexual, and psychological data to support my argument. But of all the many groups that come after me for stating plain evolutionary science, the three worst and most unreasonable are militant feminists (who dislike what evolution says about sex), the Pronoun Taliban (whose entire ideology denies science), and the Tofu Brigade (who cannot accept that humans are omnivores).

No amount of scientific evidence will ever make the Tofu Brigade happy. To them, I am a moral hypocrite because I often post photos attesting to my love of animals along with photos attesting to my love of food, including food that involves animal protein. Voilà! Therein lies the proof that I am a morally inconsistent degenerate Nazi who tortures puppies and kittens as a leisure activity. Nuanced thinking is never a strong suit of those parasitized by black-or-white ideologies.

I shall return to food variety shortly, but for the sake of completeness let me briefly mention my most harrowing ordeal with the immeasurably unhappy and angry Pronoun Taliban. It is only slightly hyperbolic to argue that ISIS militia are somewhat less scary than the Pronoun Taliban. Once they descend on you, it is best that you find a panic room or storm shelter in which to hide and weather their ire. I had posted a profoundly innocuous tweet recounting my wife’s perplexity about how to address a barista who appeared to be a transgender individual. The tweet was meant to highlight my wife’s sensitivity and kindness. Here is the full thread:


My wife walked up to the server at our local cafe. The person was possibly transgender. She wanted to engage the individual but was frozen in fear that she might use a pronoun that might offend. Therein lies the problem with this language policing. It takes perfectly natural social situations and in the quest to not offend an extraordinarily small minority (who of course deserve to live fully dignified lives like anyone else), everyone is walking on [eggshells]. Fighting for a world free of bigotry does not imply that we must suppress perfectly natural categorization mechanisms that are built into our brains and our languages. I can be free of bigotry without being compelled to celebrate your unique personhood.57



The intellectual luminary and child actress Valerie Bertinelli weighed in as follows: “ ‘Hi’ ‘Pardon me’ ‘How are you this morning?’ ‘May I please have’ ‘Thank you’ Language you can use without worrying about someone’s pronouns. But you don’t really care about that, do you? You’re just looking for targets, then you can cry victim when people come to their defense.”58 To which I replied: “She wanted to say to the server’s colleague, ‘he’ll get the hang of it’ (new server) but hesitated because of ‘he’ll.’ Dial back the outrage. Read my tweet carefully. The interaction was otherwise very warm. Cheers.”59 Why do I share this exchange? Because it highlights many such exchanges that I have had with a variety of Twitter users. Those who act as the Pronoun Taliban (as well as the Tofu Brigade, the militant feminists, and many progressives) live their lives in a very agitated, unhappy, self-righteous, and perpetually offended state. Here is an important life lesson: Never be as ideologically angry as the Tofu Brigade or the Pronoun Taliban or the militant feminists, and avoid becoming a blue-checked, blue-haired, woke keyboard warrior. It is a pathway to venomous misery. Instead, pursue the reasoned calm that leads to happiness.

Returning to food variety, over the past two decades, my wife and I have gone to numerous all-inclusive vacation destinations, including several Club Med villages (Guadeloupe; Martinique; Turks and Caicos twice; San Salvador, Bahamas) and Sandals in Nassau, Bahamas. A key reason to go to any of these locations is, of course, to frolic on the beautiful beaches. But perhaps the main driver of any such vacation is best described by the Italian saying La carne è debole [The flesh is weak]. It is terribly alluring to know that you have unlimited access to delicious food buffets and innumerable drinks (albeit we are not avid drinkers). The gustatory pull is very strong, as per the anecdotal evidence that guests will typically return home having put on five pounds for each week spent at one of those all-inclusive waist-destroyers. It makes perfect evolutionary sense that we are attracted by food variety-seeking.60 A recent meta-analysis has confirmed that food variety increases our food intake.61 And of course, greater food intake will, all other things being equal, result in weight gain. The variety effect, though, is more nuanced. Using a variety of varieties model, researchers explained the conditions under which having greater food variety might actually yield weight loss.62 Whereas food variety within a given sitting might cause weight gain, the variety of food offerings using a longer time period might result in weight loss. Hence, one cannot simply say that under all conditions, more variety implies weight gain. It depends on the type of variety that is being measured. Interestingly, greater variety of a given stimulus (for example, dots of one color versus dots of many colors) leads to reduced quantity estimates. When people are shown a bowl of M&M’s candies consisting of one color and then asked to pour M&M’s candies into a second bowl to equal the quantity found in the original bowl, they pour larger quantities when the bag that they are given is comprised of multicolored candies.63 Hence, this perceptual bias coupled with our penchant for variety-seeking makes the all-you-can-eat buffet a severe impediment to our well-being (and waistlines). Note, though, that a greater variety of food colors on your plate is indicative of healthiness. Imagine a plate consisting of five colors versus one consisting solely of yellow-brown tones. The former likely consists of several colorful fruits and vegetables, whereas the latter is likely a mishmash of fried foods. The key takeaway is that there is no universal variety rule. At times, more variety benefits us; on other occasions it is detrimental to our well-being.



Variety of Activities and Geographic Locations

At my home, we have three cardio machines: an elliptical, a stationary bike, and a treadmill. Does the fact that we have three machines increase the amount of exercise that I do as compared to if we had only, say, one machine? Anecdotally, I would answer with an emphatic yes! In the same way that a food buffet induces greater eating, a buffet of exercise machines yields greater exercising. I often will do a “home biathlon” (using two of the machines in one session) and more rarely a “home triathlon” (all three machines in one session). This has certainly augmented the amount of time that I dedicate to my daily exercise routine. The science supports my anecdotal evidence. Incorporating a variety of exercise machines yields many benefits, including a greater number of completed repetitions, more cumulative weight lifted (on resistance machines), as well as greater liking of the exercise sessions.64 The variety effect can make us fatter (greater food intake), but it can also make us thinner (greater amount of exercising)!

Of course, variety can also be challenging. At the beginning of my career as a professor, I was irked by the imposition of mundane errands that interrupted the flow of my work as an academic. If I was preparing lectures, I did not want to be bothered with anything else—and I was dedicated to completing one task before moving onto another. As my career progressed, I had to learn quickly how to multitask as my professional life took on a very hectic turn. I was soon juggling many assignments, from working on scientific papers to writing articles (for a lay audience) or books, teaching, supervising theses, applying for research grants, fielding media requests, hosting The Saad Truth online, answering fan emails, being a dad and a husband, and numerous other responsibilities and activities.

Does such a variety of activities lead to happiness? It turns out that it depends on a given time frame. Within a relatively short time frame (like an hour), greater variety leads to lesser happiness because it is usually regarded as a hindrance to productivity. But in longer time periods (say, over the course of a day), variety augments one’s happiness because the variety of activities is more likely to be regarded as stimulating.65 In today’s era of social media interruptions, this finding resonates deeply with me. When I was working on my earlier books, prior to the era of hyperactive social media engagement, I never experienced a break of my writing flow stemming from this lure. Today, on the other hand, I detest the fact that I often experience the irresistible pull of scrolling through my Twitter feed. Twitter interruptions over a one-hour period are annoying, whereas tweeting during a dedicated thirty-minute block can be rewarding. Speaking of time management, using data from four countries (Canada, the United States, the Netherlands, and Denmark), researchers found that when individuals purchase time-saving products or services, their happiness increases.66 In a world of endless time pressures, freeing up one’s time is a pathway to well-being. I know of this firsthand, as it has become unbearably stressful to handle many of the logistical details of my daily life (such as booking guests on my show, arranging travel itineraries, and fielding the endless emails that I receive). Hiring a personal assistant would certainly add to my overall sense of well-being.

As I have previously explained, my wife and I frequently take one-hour morning walks. Is it best to repeat the same route, or do we benefit from incorporating a variety of settings? A recent study addressed this issue and found that individuals who experienced a diversity of locations experienced positive effects that could be seen in brain-image studies (including greater connectivity between the hippocampus and striatum regions of the brain).67 It is clear that humans are creatures of habit, and as such we feel comfortable engaging in routinized behavior. However, the interjection of variety, in this case via an exploration of a heterogeneity of neighborhoods and environments, can serve as an elixir against the dangers of perceptual monotony.





CHAPTER SEVEN On Persistence and the Anti-Fragility of Failure


Gutta cavat lapidem, non vi sed saepe cadendo. [The drop of rain maketh a hole in the stone, not by violence, but by oft falling.]1

—Hugh Latimer

No tree which the wind does not often blow against is firm and strong; for it is stiffened by the very act of being shaken, and plants its roots more securely: those which grow in a sheltered valley are brittle: and so it is to the advantage of good men, and causes them to be undismayed, that they should live much amidst alarms, and learn to bear with patience what is not evil save to him who endures it ill.2

—Seneca



Success in life requires persistence and grit. Of course, one of the reasons that people do not persist is that they get smashed by rejection. Rejection in the mating market. Rejection as a starving musical band. Rejection from publishers. Rejection during the peer review process. Rejection when applying for jobs. Rejection is, clearly, an unhappy experience.3 That said, as long as rejection does not kill you, it will indeed make you stronger, if you have the will to persist. Enduring failure, and coming back and persisting in your efforts, is how you become “anti-fragile.”

You might think of wolves, lions, and tigers as some of the world’s leading predators among land mammals. Their hunting skills have been honed by millions of years of evolution. Yet, it might surprise you to know that their kill rates are 14 percent for wolves, 25 percent for lions, and 5 percent for tigers.4 Even the great white shark has only a 48 percent success rate when it comes to attacks on seals.5 Not only is the predator-prey dynamic replete with failures (as we might expect, given that prey animals have evolved strategies of evasion), but failures define many intraspecies dynamics. Many courtship rituals across a broad range of species involve competition, typically between male suitors for a female. Failure is inevitable, especially for younger, smaller, less experienced males. But dogged persistence can also be rewarded, as these animals grow and adapt their fighting or courtship strategies.

The ability to overcome adversity and failure is an evolved capacity that is essential to countless organisms, including humans. The capacity to develop an anti-fragile response to repeated failures is a fundamental, necessary, and beneficial feature of life. No meaningful goal can ever be achieved without resilience and effort.


The Power of Anti-Fragility

In countless different settings in nature, stressors are at times necessary for optimal functioning. If you are a wine aficionado, you probably know that the best wines grow in harsh environments.6 In the words of Jeff Cox, a wine expert, “The best wines are made from vines that have to struggle.”7 Staying within the botanical realm, trees benefit greatly from dealing with the stresses imposed by nature. Trees that were planted in the closed ecosystem of Biosphere 2 grew quickly but did not fully mature.8 It turned out that the lack of stressors, most especially the lack of wind, actually impeded the growth of the trees. When trees are exposed to wind and thus allowed to sway, they grow stronger and develop larger trunks (among other properties).9 This is part of the field known as seismomorphogenesis, namely the study of how movement affects plants’ development and growth. This knowledge has been incorporated within the design of buildings where there is great seismological activity, like earthquakes. Buildings are now built with the capacity to sway and to have safeguards against becoming structurally brittle.10

So, too, do children need to be exposed to certain environmental stressors to learn adaptability and thrive—including stressors that strengthen their immune system. Children who grow up in allergen-poor environments are more likely to develop respiratory maladies precisely because their immune systems were not appropriately and adequately stressed when they were younger.11 An allergen-free, sterile environment is actually detrimental to one’s health. In my book The Parasitic Mind, I discussed how this could be analogized to ideological echo chambers; intellectual environments that do not contain a diversity of opinions yield suboptimal critical thinking (as human minds expect to be challenged).12 Whether referring to wine, trees, human lungs, or human minds, among countless other biological systems, we benefit from being anti-fragile.13 People can never be maximally happy if they navigate through life with a brittle, fragile personality or mindset (as progressives so often do).

In May 2022, I delivered two lectures at the Salem Center for Policy housed at the McCombs School of Business at the University of Texas at Austin. During the Q&A period following my lecture on The Parasitic Mind, a young man asked me:


You have been through actual difficulty… in your life, and yet you’ve chosen to not identify as a victim, and you’ve maintained a very high level of personal power seemingly throughout that. So, my question is, one, what do you think is the reason that you’ve continued to maintain that power even through those difficulties? And, for when people are going through actual difficult experiences, whether social justice topics or just generally in life, what advice would you have for people to maintain great personal power through that?



My response fully captures the anti-fragility mindset:


The adversity that I faced made me more desirous to succeed. So, for example, I even grew up with some difficulties in my nuclear family where for many years after we moved from Lebanon to Montreal, my parents were absent; they had returned to Lebanon. Actually, in 1980, they were kidnapped by Fatah, and I talk about this briefly in chapter one of The Parasitic Mind. And so many of these episodes that many of you may not have even heard of could have sent me straight into wallowing in victimology for the rest of my life. My unique combination of genes made it that I had this thing of “I’m going to shove it up everybody’s ass,” if you forgive the colloquialism. I’m going to succeed…. We grow by going through anti-fragility, right; that which doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Those sayings exist precisely because through anti-fragile mechanisms, it makes me stronger as long as it doesn’t kill me. So there is no magic recipe. Look, I’m going to be very personal here regarding last week when I found out that the Quebec and Canadian government were going to literally steal more than 50 percent of my neuronal firings [my book royalties of The Parasitic Mind]. I went into a deep depressive existential crisis. I was wondering if I would have the moxie to come to give this talk here…. I’m still desperate about it but guess what? I’m gonna shove it up their ass. And so, you know, there’s no exact magic recipe, but hopefully by me saying this it empowers others and so on goes the circle.14



My response received raucous applause from the audience.

Life can be tough, but adversity can drive us to succeed, and that very effort can make us happy. That is my own attitude, and this winning mindset has served me well.



A Mindset of Victimhood Breeds Misery—Be Resilient

In The Parasitic Mind, I discussed the psychological and societal processes that have made Victimology Poker the game of choice among Western progressives. The key currency of success is to possess the most compelling victimhood narrative, which can be ensured via the dual processes of Collective Munchausen (the manufacture of faux victimhood) and the homeostasis of victimology—redefine innocuous and banal “transgressions” as acts of “bigotry,” “violence,” “racism,” “Islamophobia,” or “transphobia” (or innumerable other alleged “phobias”) so as to maintain a preestablished narrative regarding the evils of Western societies. When Oprah was told by a salesclerk in Switzerland that she could not afford a $38,000 handbag, this became her defining moment of victimhood.15 Sure, she makes more money than entire countries, but she is shackled by white supremacy; and the unfortunate fact that a salesclerk in Switzerland failed to recognize her for the superstar that she is was obviously a hateful act of oppression. Move aside Nelson Mandela. Stop whining, Yazidi women. The gang rapes that you faced at the hands of sadistic ISIS fighters are nothing compared to the daily genocide that LeBron James must avoid when driving from Beverly Hills to the Staples Center for his basketball practice. He is a true victim. Dear Uyghur whiners, could you please stop complaining about your séjour in the concentration camps kindly organized for your reeducation by the noble Chinese government? When Oprah held a chat with Meghan Markle and Prince Harry, they confirmed that they are true victims. You see, Meghan said she had been told that her son would not be made a prince when Prince Charles ascended to the throne. The obvious reason, she said, was that of course the royal family is racist16—even though the awarding of titles is governed by set rules17 and Prince Charles (now King Charles III) had long been trying to limit the number of royals.18 Contrary facts can never displace a victimhood narrative. The courage that Oprah, Meghan Markle, and Prince Harry exhibit as entitled and pampered millionaires in the United States is exemplary. Only a fellow victim, like woman of color Senator Elizabeth Warren, could understand the full horrors of their plight. As I stated in The Parasitic Mind, the defining ethos is I am a victim therefore I am.19

The ethos of victimology is not restricted to individuals, but can become the defining feature of an entire people. World history is replete with endless tragic stories of conquest, murder, pillage, occupation, and renewal. Human history is forged by endless rivers of bloodshed and mayhem. My wife is Lebanese Armenian. Her ancestors fled the 1915–1917 genocide at the hands of the Ottomans. The birth of her parents in Lebanon stemmed from that original exodus. Of course, my wife’s immediate family had to subsequently flee Lebanon in 1979 due to the brutal civil war there, and they settled in Canada. Between 1939 and 1945, six million Jews were systematically exterminated by the Nazis, and yet by 1948 the modern state of Israel was founded and has since flourished as an oasis of economic vitality and political freedom in a neighborhood of brutality and repression. Some of my readers and listeners might remember the horrors that my family faced during the Lebanese civil war. There are no monopolies on narratives of genuine victimhood. There are no monopolies on human suffering. Armenians and Jews are quite similar in that they always constitute small minorities in their respective diasporas, yet they nonetheless end up overachieving. There are no magical recipes to explain this success other than a commitment to not wallow in their truly horrible stories of victimhood. They recognize their tragic histories of suffering, they remember the past, but they always look forward with optimism, pride, and personal agency. Not all peoples possess those coping mechanisms. Instead, they prefer to swim in a bottomless pool of resentment, grievance, and misery. Many of the idea pathogens that I covered in The Parasitic Mind are rooted in the politics of perpetual grievance, which is especially galling since those proclaiming to be victims are oftentimes “minorities” whose “victimhood” lies well in the past (in some cases, centuries ago). Successful, conservative black Americans like Candace Owens, Larry Elder, and Thomas Sowell are despised by leftist self-proclaimed leaders of the greater African American community precisely because these conservative stalwarts preach a message that rejects victimhood, that upholds the idea of personal agency, that recognizes the positives of living in a Western, democratic, capitalist land of opportunity like America. Happy people look to succeed in the business of life rather than flounder in a never-ending game of Victimology Poker.

If you were to visit a therapist to work through some childhood trauma, it is unlikely that the clinician would require you, or advise you, to be defined by those tragic moments. Instead, she would seek pathways to help you overcome the trauma and pursue a life of enrichment and happiness. While personal negative experiences need to be dealt with, no mental health professional will suggest that you wallow in a state of perpetual victimhood. And yet, this is exactly what the so-called progressive Western intelligentsia peddle to various identity groups. They tell them to shackle themselves to perpetual victimhood; they claim that only victimhood can bring them liberation! Progressives are like orchestra conductors, waving a baton so that every self-shackled identity group can whine on cue. Such orchestrated whining—whining of any kind—can never bring happiness. I offer a different message: Recognize that your past, which might include tragic elements, is a feature of your personhood. But you are not defined by past injustices. Rather, you should be invigorated by the promises of a better future. The only road to individual dignity and sustained existential happiness is to adopt an ethos of personal agency. You are the ultimate architect of your own happiness. So get to work!



Be Resilient in the Face of Rejections

Many years ago, my brother (an Olympian judoka) and I were hanging out at a nightclub in Southern California. While we are both extroverted characters, he has always been rather flamboyant in his social style. True to form, while standing around the dance floor, he turned to me and asked me to pinpoint the prettiest and most unattainable woman in the club. At first, I was hesitant to do so because I was reluctant to partake in some of his over-the-top antics. After his repeated insistence that I comply, I began to look around the dance floor for the most beautiful woman, who was hopefully accompanied by an ominous-looking boyfriend (hence rendering her even more unattainable). I zeroed in on a woman who was indeed very beautiful and dancing very intimately with her male partner. After my brother had confirmed with me that this was my final choice, he proceeded to the periphery of the dance floor and waited for the right opportunity to approach her. It took less than a few minutes for the intimidating-looking boyfriend to head off to the bathroom, at which point my brother approached the woman. My brother is short of stature, so the somewhat tall woman, who was wearing high heels, was towering over him. This was of no concern to my brother, who chatted with her for a minute or two and then returned to me and said, “She’ll call me tomorrow,” to which I retorted an incredulous, “No way!”

The next day, my brother summoned me to the answering machine (yes, the story is from many years ago) and said, “Listen.” He played a message, which to my amazement was from the beautiful woman from the previous night. She was, essentially, asking for a date. How was he able to pull off this nearly impossible feat of getting a beautiful woman with an apparently serious boyfriend to take an interest in him? Well, there were two fundamental reasons for his success. First, he approached the woman with overflowing confidence. Women are very attracted to confident men; hence that which he may have lacked in terms of height, he made up for with self-assuredness. Second, he was utterly oblivious to the otherwise stifling fear of possible rejection. It is never easy to be rejected, but if one is truly able to demystify the negative emotions associated with ephemeral rejections, endless new opportunities appear. It is perhaps not surprising that early in his career, my brother was a very successful salesman in the software industry. An inherent reality in sales is the dreaded string of rejections that one is likely to face until a deal is finally signed. High-end sales constitutes an interminable sequence of “no, thank you” followed by an eventual lucrative “yes.”

When men approach women for romantic purposes, the rejection rates are astoundingly high. In a classic study that examined the likelihood of a man or woman meeting a stranger and accepting an offer to have sex, many men accepted the invitation (as high as 75 percent) whereas not one woman did so.20 Since the costs of making a bad mating choice are much graver for women, they are much more careful in the mating arena. For men, rejection is a central feature of the human courtship ritual. In many species, the courtship ritual involves a built-in test of persistence. This test is typically applied to males, and mating persistence is thus a sexually selected trait. This is not, however, an invitation to sexual harassment, but it also helps explain why it is common in human cultures for men to have to “win” a mate by proving their courage, wealth, intelligence, and other qualities. Competition is part of life, and with competition comes the constant reality that one might be rejected or defeated.

Jia Jiang is a man on a mission. He wants to demystify the paralyzing fear of rejection that most people suffer from. He created a blog titled “100 Days of Rejection Therapy” wherein he challenged himself to complete 100 tasks laden with rejection potential (walking up to a stranger and asking if he could borrow $100, knocking on someone’s door and asking if he could plant a flower in his backyard, asking to be a greeter at Starbucks).21 In a manner similar to how exposure therapy is used in clinical settings to overcome debilitating phobias, Jiang learned that we can attenuate the potentially crippling fear of rejection by forcing ourselves to deal with the repeated possibility of rejection. He also learned strategies to overcome rejection. As the old saying goes, experience can be a great teacher.

Stories of rejection are at the root of nearly every uplifting story of stratospheric excellence, be it in sports, the literary world, music, or filmmaking. Zinedine Zidane is one of the greatest soccer players of all time. He was largely responsible for France’s lifting of its first World Cup trophy in 1998. He could have represented Algeria in terms of his national team (by ancestry), but the coach of the Algerian national team thought that he was too slow and accordingly rejected him.22 Zidane was also rejected by Marseille, his boyhood club. Lionel Messi, the Argentine soccer player whom many experts consider the greatest soccer player of all time, was considered too small to succeed professionally even by his eventual club FC Barcelona, with whom he eventually broke every conceivable club record.23 Michael Jordan, arguably the greatest basketball player of all time, was cut from his high school team during his sophomore year.24 J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter franchise of seven books has sold more than 500 million copies, making it the all-time leading book series.25 The first book of the series had been rejected by twelve publishers before Bloomsbury Publishing agreed to publish it.26 The publisher’s then eight-year-old daughter had read the submitted manuscript and loved it, which served as the impetus for Rowling receiving the contract.27 She received a paltry £2,500 as an advance and five hundred copies were originally printed.28 At the time, Rowling was an unemployed, financially destitute, depressed, single mother living on welfare. She admitted to having contemplated suicide. And yet, her persistence, self-belief, and the magic of happenstance (via the publisher’s young daughter) have altered the literary and cinematic landscape forevermore. The Harry Potter series is one of innumerable astoundingly successful literary works that were originally repeatedly rejected. There is a website that keeps track of some of the most successful books of all time along with a count of the original number of rejections that their authors received.29 These include Chicken Soup for the Soul (144 rejections),30 Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (121 rejections),31 Lord of the Flies (21 rejections),32 and Dr. Seuss’s And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street (27 rejections),33 among many other literary classics. The Beatles, who are among the most successful musical acts of all time, were repeatedly rejected by music labels until they were eventually signed by George Martin.34 Steven Spielberg was rejected not once, not twice, but three times from the USC film school,35 and he went on to become one of the greatest film directors of all time, winning three Academy Awards. Imagine if these exceptional individuals had allowed a string of rejections to defeat them. The world would be a much poorer place.

While persistence is a central feature of eventual success, persistence, as a positive trait, follows the logic of the inverted-U curve. There comes a time when repeated failure is itself a lesson to do something else. If you are not in the least bit persistent, you will never achieve important goals in your life. But if you are inflexibly persistent, you might fail to walk away from a losing proposition and miss better opportunities. The capacity to walk away from unreachable goals is a crucial adaptive response for achieving optimal well-being and health (including reducing psychological and physical distress).36



Academia: Long String of Rejections Peppered with Occasional Successes

When I was applying to doctoral programs, I thought with complete self-assuredness that I would be accepted everywhere. After all, I had a stellar application dossier including rigorous degrees (B.Sc. in Mathematics and Computer Science and an MBA) from a leading university (McGill), top grades, very high scores on the standardized GMAT test, extensive experience as a research assistant, and strong letters of recommendation. I had to swallow a full serving of humble pie when the rejections started to trickle in. Eventually, though, I was accepted at several world-leading institutions and ended up enrolling at Cornell University (one of my top two choices), but the rejection letters served as a preparatory omen for the endless sequence of rejections to come throughout my academic career. I truly excelled in my doctoral studies at Cornell, so much so that the department’s faculty chose me as their 1993 doctoral consortium fellow (top doctoral student) the year that I was going out on the academic job market. I was working on a very rigorous and exciting dissertation topic (the cognitive strategies that people use when deciding to stop acquiring additional information on two competing alternatives and commit to a winning choice), and I was supervised by a world-renowned and highly respected psychologist in the field.

I was considered one of the top candidates on the market that year and was offered many first-round interviews with leading universities (I believe that it was around twenty-five interviews). In the second round, five of the universities, including Harvard Business School, invited me for campus visits, each of which required that I present my doctoral dissertation work to the respective departments. Rumor had it that I had come close to landing the coveted Harvard position, but regrettably I was ultimately rejected (according to the grapevine, in part for reasons that had little to do with my dossier). This was a very disappointing outcome, but I did end up being offered an assistant professorship in my home city of Montréal. (A second offer was forthcoming, but there was a deadline to accept the standing offer, so I accepted it prior to hearing from the other university.) Several of my Cornell doctoral cohorts, most of whom were outstanding candidates, were unable to land assistant professorships, and they accordingly left academia. In my field, at that time, to land an academic job required that you obtain your doctorate from one of a few elite universities (with very low acceptance rates into their doctoral programs), be amongst the elite of your doctoral cohort (incredibly competitive, given the talent pool), whilst navigating through an endless sequence of heartbreaking rejections. One cannot navigate through such statistical realities without an anti-fragility mindset. Today, of course, universities do not even pretend to be interested in the ethos of meritocracy. Instead, they deploy DIE principles (Diversity, Inclusion, and Equity) to choose candidates based on immutable traits and other irrelevant factors that have nothing to do with intellectual or scholarly merit. Skin color, ethnic origin, and gender identity are at least as important as a candidate’s talent in today’s academic zeitgeist.

In my day (albeit this holds true today), once you had started out and landed the very rare and coveted academic position, the rejection rates only intensified moving forward. Grant applications to fund one’s research were highly competitive, and it remains very difficult to land some of the more prestigious scientific grants. Once you secured the necessary funds to conduct your research, you then faced arguably the most daunting abyss of rejection, the prestigious academic journals, many of which have astonishingly high rejection rates. Nature has a 92 percent rejection rate, whereas the New England Journal of Medicine publishes only 5 percent of the research papers submitted to it.37 Leading journals in psychology are also very competitive to crack. Data from 2017 lists the Journal of Applied Psychology, the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, and Psychological Review as having rejection rates of 90 percent, 87 percent, and 86 percent respectively. The psychology journal with the highest rejection rate was the Journal of Consumer Psychology at 91 percent.38 I am proud to have published five papers in that particular journal. My last paper of which involved the greatest number of rounds of revisions that I have ever faced prior to its being accepted.39 It truly was an exercise in grit, determination, persistence, and unwavering discipline. A typical academic paper might take between one and three years from the conception of an idea to submitting it to a journal. It must then go through multiple rounds of peer review—and most papers will ultimately be rejected. Of course, when such a rejection occurs, the authors can then resubmit it elsewhere and the process starts all over again.

I have supervised many bright and talented graduate students. One day I met with one such student to discuss why there were delays in running our studies. I suspected he had succumbed to the fear of epistemological rejection. That is, he was worried that if we conducted the studies, the beautiful hypotheses might be rejected! He was honest enough to admit that my hunch was correct. I sought to assuage his fears by explaining to him that most worthy pursuits in life, including in science, are risky. We cannot continuously hide in the safety of beautiful albeit untested hypotheses. We must throw the proverbial dice and see what happens. Data can be messy and uncooperative, but this is what makes research the most fulfilling form of play, for scientists. Let us get our hands dirty and see what we get. The epilogue to this story is that key findings did not support some of our posited hypotheses, and yet we published the paper in a leading academic journal wherein we explained why that was so.

Do not be afraid to fail. Forge a path forward. Good things can happen when you try. They can even come from failure.



Attributing Failure to the Proper Causes

Scientists—in particular, psychologists—are well aware of a phenomenon known as “the fundamental attribution error.” It occurs when people misattribute causality in their daily lives. For example, people often attribute their successes to themselves (“I did well on the exam because I’m smart”) and their failures to someone else (“I did poorly on the exam because the professor is an unfair imbecile”). Depressives, interestingly, are one group that is less likely to engage in this sort of ego-protecting attribution of success and failure.40

The ability to learn beneficial lessons from a failure hinges on attributing failure to the right causes. Many entrepreneurs and small business owners are utterly impervious to their own contributions to their failures. Whenever confronted with a failing business, a failed pitch to venture capitalists, or a looming bankruptcy filing, they inevitably attribute blame to others. The culprits of their failures were the customers who had no taste to appreciate their product offerings, the venture capitalists who were too dumb to see their brilliant vision, or the creditors who were perhaps too shortsighted, myopic, and impatient in seeking to collect their due debts.

Entrepreneurs, by the very nature of their risky endeavors, need to be imbued with self-confidence. It is perhaps not surprising then that entrepreneurship is positively correlated with testosterone (a hormonal driver of risk-taking behavior).41 It takes endocrinological fortitude to partake in a start-up venture when the failure rate of start-ups can be 90 percent, depending on the industry.42 In other words, it is an inherent feature of the entrepreneur’s reality that failure is the likely default value. Here is the description of the “Fail Faster” course at the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University:


Fail Faster will dive deeply into one of design thinking’s key tenets: Fail early, fail often. Students will explore ways to: [1] become comfortable with uncertainty, [2] develop tools to navigate situations of failure, and [3] learn to turn failures into opportunities. This exercised-based workshop will examine the physiological impact of failure and practice the psychological traits and the power of resilience through hands-on activities. Participants will acquire techniques to help them navigate, bounce back, grow and even flourish in the face of their failures.43



Failures can serve as valuable teachable moments, but only if we possess the humility to learn from our mistakes. Obstinate entrepreneurs who attribute all failures to external forces outside of their control are ignoring beneficial opportunities for self-growth.



Implementing a Successful Weight Loss Journey—a Lesson of Discipline and Grit

On a whim, I decided to run my first marathon in 1985. Prior to the event, I had attended a runner’s convention where my body fat composition was calculated using two methods: skinfold measurements using a caliper, and a bioelectrical impedance analysis (using the principle that electric currents flow differently across muscle and fat). I had 4.3 percent body fat content. Some readers who follow me on social media might have seen some of the shirtless images that I have posted from that era wherein the chiseled eight-pack abs were on full display. Up to that point in my life (early twenties), I had always been extremely thin, seldom exceeding 130 pounds. Upon completing that first Montréal marathon, I had promised myself that I would attempt to complete one marathon a year and would complete the Ironman Triathlon by age thirty-five. Well, I kept the promise in 1986 when I ran my second Montréal marathon, so things were looking up, but then 1987 hit. I decided that I was not up for the punishment of another marathon, and in doing so, I set the grounds for a gargantuan weight gain over the next few decades. I hit many “first” milestones, including the first time over 150 pounds, the first time over 200 pounds, and the first time over 250 pounds. My heaviest recorded weight was 256 pounds. The weight gain was gradual but largely unabated, albeit there were periods of sizeable weight loss. (For instance, I became a vegetarian between 1996 and 1999 and dropped to 172 pounds.)

Despite my repeated attempts to permanently shed the weight, I was always unsuccessful at keeping it off. During the COVID pandemic, though, I managed to finally succeed at this nearly impossible feat, in part driven by the lockdown, which sharply curtailed my ability to indulge at my favorite restaurants. I have lost a total of 86 pounds. The scientific research is unequivocal regarding the small likelihood of long-term weight loss journeys,44 and yet I have been successful thus far. How did I do it? Well, in terms of the general plan, I try to eat between 1,500 and 1,700 calories per day (largely chicken and fish with some vegetables) and clock between 15,000 and 20,000 daily steps (a combination of walking outside, treadmill, elliptical, and stationary bike). It requires extraordinary discipline, persistence, and grit never to deviate from the caloric and exercise goals day in and day out.

Of course, for all of us, there are days when you feel too tired after a long day at work to meet your exercise goals. Or perhaps it’s your wife’s birthday, and you’d like to have a piece of that alluring cake. And yet, at every moment, you face the choice: stick to your stated plan or violate it. If you make the correct choice on nearly every occasion for more than one year, you can wake up more than 80 pounds lighter.

A successful weight loss journey necessitates patience. You cannot hope to lose a sizeable chunk of weight and maintain the weight loss via crash starvation diets. Instead, the new regime must be internalized as part of your new default reality. Permanent behavioral changes must be instituted. Again, this requires discipline, persistence, and grit. In the past, whenever I hit a weight loss plateau, my commitment would falter, because I thought I had done enough. Instead of thinking that way, I reframed a plateau as a win, and used it as a motivational boost to keep going. While I am coding my current weight loss as a permanent victory, I am only too aware that it requires a daily commitment to make the optimal exercise and dietary choices, coupled with a weekly commitment to weigh myself.45

I’d like to briefly return to the two marathons, both of which I completed in respectable times of 4:07:42 and 4:29:36, respectively. To run a 26.2-mile race in less than four and a half hours requires you to be in very good shape. But much more important, one must possess an implacable mindset that compels you forward. Once a runner hits the proverbial wall, usually around the 18–20-mile mark, his muscles have been depleted of energy and he can experience a crushing fatigue, a sense of disorientation, and at times severe muscle cramping. At this point—and I can speak from personal experience—every fiber of your body is telling you to stop the pain, to lie down, to quit. The only thing stopping you from doing so is your mind. You activate your grit, your perseverance, and your resilience, and you go on one step at a time. In my first marathon, I did not hit the wall. But in my second, I hit it severely with symptoms that were sudden and seemingly debilitating. Yet, I made it across the finish line. As with that marathon, so with life. Life can be tough and painful, but if we persist, our incremental steps forward can lead us to a personal victory. Even today, more than thirty-five years later, I regret that I never attempted an Ironman Triathlon. Perhaps, though, it is never too late to try.



Meeting My Musical Hero—a Lesson of Persistence

What is your favorite music genre? Mine is known as the Philly Sound. It is a subgenre of soul music that was a contemporary of Motown Soul (The Temptations, Marvin Gaye, The Supremes, Smokey Robinson) and Memphis Soul (Otis Redding, Isaac Hayes, Al Green, Sam & Dave). Artists that fall within the Philly Sound include The Delfonics, The Intruders, and Harold Melvin and the Blue Notes. My all-time favorite group within this genre, though, is undoubtedly The Stylistics, who were fronted by Russell Thompkins Jr., with his astounding falsetto notes. Their music was seared in my brain, as I grew up listening to their melodic and hauntingly soulful songs. Whenever I would drive the Ithaca-Montréal route (my alma mater, Cornell University, is in Ithaca, New York), I would repeatedly play the same compilation cassettes of the greatest Philly Sound artists (the young readers might need to look up the term “cassette”). In 2001, I took a leave from my tenured professorship at Concordia University and joined the University of California at Irvine as a visiting associate professor for two years. I was now making a larger salary and decided that I was ready to explore the feasibility of pursuing a long-standing musical fantasy. How much would it cost me to invite The Stylistics to perform at a private concert? Bathing in self-delusional assuredness, I reached out to their management team and was quickly disabused of my plan. Apparently, professors, even business school professors, cannot afford The Stylistics! The plan lay dormant for another fifteen or so years, until I decided to try again using a new approach.

Beginning in 2014, my YouTube show The Saad Truth had become hugely popular. What if I were to invite Mr. Thompkins for a chat on my show? I decided to explore this possibility and tried to contact his managers. To my disappointment, I did not hear back from anyone. Perhaps a year or so later, I was recounting the story to my young daughter (who must have been around eight years old at the time), and she insisted that I write to them again. And so, I tepidly acquiesced to her nudge but again did not hear from anyone. My daughter, who is a model of persistence, proceeded to then hound me about calling them rather than sending an email. I was finally able to speak to one of Thompkins’s managers, who assured me that he was happy to oblige my invitation but perhaps in a few months, after completing a tour. You can guess what happened next: my daughter kept pushing me to follow up, which I did by leaving a voice mail reminding his people of my earlier request to host him on my show. On an otherwise uneventful Saturday morning, as I sat watching a soccer match from the British Premier League, our landline phone rang (it almost never does). My daughter, perhaps sensing that this might be a momentous call, ran to get me the phone. As I looked at the caller ID, I could not believe my eyes. It took Herculean restraint to answer nonchalantly, “Hello.” On the line, I heard, “Hi. This is Russell Thompkins Jr. May I please speak to Professor Saad?” Any semblance of calm and collected restraint went out the window when I said excitedly: “Oh my lord!” We ended up scheduling a chat on my show wherein to my delight he sang a few notes of my favorite Stylistics song, “You Are Everything.”46

Several months later, I was invited to participate in a panel at the Marketing Science conference held that year in Philadelphia. Knowing that Russell lived in the city, I reached out to him and asked if he wanted to hang out. He kindly agreed to do so. While I am hardly one to be starstruck, I could not believe that the man whose voice was omnipresent at countless moments in my life was about to have dinner with me. Russell and I had an extraordinary evening together sharing personal stories as two long-lost friends might do.47 His grace, humility, and kindness were truly awe-inspiring. After dinner, he offered to take me for a walking tour, which I gladly accepted. As we strolled the sidewalks where famous musicians of Philadelphia were honored with plaques (including one for The Stylistics), he shared stories of his interactions with some of these legendary singers. And all along, people would come up to him to say hello and recount how much his music meant to them. I recall thinking to myself: This needs to be documented. I should have videotaped the evening! Well, I hope that my telling this story serves as a historical record of sorts.

There are two important life lessons to glean from this magical friendship. The first is that to succeed at anything, you have to try. Or to quote the great basketball player Michael Jordan, “I’ve missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve lost almost 300 games. Twenty-six times I’ve been trusted to take the game-winning shot and missed. I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is why I succeed.”48 Well, I decided to take a shot and reach out to Russell. I succeeded in forging a friendship with my childhood musical hero. The second important life lesson is to listen to your children. They are wiser than we give them credit for. Without my daughter’s persistence, this story might have never taken place.

On Joe Rogan’s podcast I once discussed two entertainment celebrities that I would love to host on my show: actor and director Clint Eastwood and composer Burt Bacharach. I grew up watching Eastwood’s spaghetti Western movies (and later appreciating his non-woke positions) and listening to Bacharach’s hauntingly beautiful melodies. Imagine my surprise when I received a private message from Bacharach’s Instagram account. It was written by Bacharach’s son. The son had seen me on the Rogan podcast and said he would try to set up a chat between his dad and yours truly. All it takes to make connections with people is to have a friendly, open spirit. Life can truly be beautiful. Get out there and seize the day.



Baptism by Fire as a Form of Anti-Fragility

Most worthy endeavors in life, be it completing medical school, running a marathon, or starting a new business, require persistence and focus. The late basketball great Kobe Bryant coined the term “Mamba Mentality,” which he explained as follows: “Hard work outweighs talent every time. Mamba mentality is about 4 a.m. workouts, doing more than the next guy and then trusting in the work you’ve put in when it’s time to perform. Without studying, preparation and practice, you’re leaving the outcome to fate. I don’t do fate.”49 Psychologist Angela Lee Duckworth has pioneered the study of the grit trait, which captures this form of stick-to-it-iveness.50 While grit is correlated with various achievement outcomes (such as academic performance), it has a more general positive effect on happiness and well-being, and this holds true across widely disparate cultures.51 Part of possessing grit is the capacity to be resilient in overcoming obstacles as you seek to achieve your goals. While resilience is in part shaped by an individual’s personality, some forms of childhood adversity foster resilience, which may result in beneficial outcomes.52 In the same way that one’s immune system needs to be challenged during childhood for optimal functioning, overcoming psychological stressors is a key feature of peak functioning. You cannot lead a maximally enriching life if you are never challenged. Developing a proper response to life’s stressors is a central feature of resilience.53 I have experienced some of the worst imaginable childhood adversity growing up during the Lebanese civil war, but those negative experiences have allowed me to develop great resilience in tackling the more mundane challenges of my life in Canada and the United States.

Rigorous training—in specific skills and in how to respond to challenging situations under stress—is a part of many jobs, especially in the military. Pilots go through demanding flight training. Those who want to be Army Rangers or Navy SEALs are compelled to push their minds and bodies to the limit. But there are other occupations and professions that, metaphorically, have grown flabby and weak. That would include, I’m afraid, higher education and my academic colleagues: all those tepid hyper-specialists who are too afraid to utter one word that might offend academic superiors, militant feminists, the Pronoun Taliban, or the Woke Mafia. Knowledge be damned! In the last few years, I have noticed that this weak mindset permeates all layers of academia, but especially when interviewing prospective hires for assistant professorships. When I was a doctoral student at Cornell University, young academics had their first big baptism-by-fire moment when they were invited, as part of a departmental speaker series, to give a lecture from their developing doctoral dissertation. This was a very intimidating platform from which to share one’s research because the audience did not suffer fools gladly, and professors prepared senior doctoral students for the eventual grilling they would face when seeking assistant professorships at elite universities.

I faced additional anti-fragility obstacles as I made my way through to my Ph.D. Doctoral students at the Johnson Graduate School of Management (Cornell) had to pass the A-exam, which was made up of two parts:

(1) Professors serving on a student’s Ph.D. dissertation committee could ask questions about his specific areas of expertise. While many doctoral students had a supervisor and two additional committee members, my doctoral committee was composed of four outstanding scholars (Drs. J. Edward Russo, Douglas Stayman, Ali Hadi, and Alberto Segre).

(2) Once the doctoral student presented his dissertation proposal, the committee members would ask pointed questions about the prospective research. No question was out of bounds, as the student had to demonstrate complete mastery of his subject and his proposed dissertation research.

As I presented my dissertation proposal on that fateful day, I noticed that my committee members were not exuding an aura of friendliness. The tone was set by my doctoral supervisor, who began the barrage of tough questions. As I fielded his first question, he took an indignant deep breath and retorted, “I’m going to ask the question a second time hoping that maybe this time you’ll understand it.” And we were off! When it came time for Professor Hadi (a world-renowned statistician) to ask his questions, he started off by saying, “I know that I told you that I would not ask you detailed technical statistical questions. Well, I lied.” He then proceeded to ask me a very detailed technical question, which, because I was well-prepared, I managed to answer. Once the professors had gone through several rounds of very probing and difficult questions, I was asked to step outside the room as they deliberated my fate. I asked my supervisor, “Should I stand by the door outside the room?” He stared at me coldly and responded: “Stand far enough that you cannot hear us.”

As I stood outside the room, I felt somewhat frazzled. I thought I had answered all the questions properly, and I certainly knew my material. But based on the harsh tone of some of the questions, I felt quite nervous. After what seemed like an interminable wait, the door swung wide open, and my doctoral supervisor walked toward me with a full smile. I was puzzled and a little unhappy, and asked him what was going on. “Oh, this was some good old-fashioned Ivy League butt-kicking,” he said. “It will make a man out of you. We are trying to make sure that you can handle yourself when you go out on the campus visits.” As I made my way back into the examination room, the other committee members were all smiling and congratulatory. The tense environment had dissipated into the usual warmth of their supportive mentorship.

Once doctoral students defend their dissertation proposals, they send application packets to universities hoping to land a job. The first round of interviews is usually held at the annual academic conference of their discipline. In my case, as previously mentioned, I had around twenty-five scheduled interviews. The interviewers require that one present one’s dissertation work in a cogent and succinct manner. In preparation for that eventuality, my doctoral supervisor had me prepare a one-page summary of my dissertation, which I excitedly agreed to do. He had me rewrite it several times and, in one instance, he feigned falling asleep before telling me, “Now go back and rewrite this so I don’t fall asleep reading the first sentence.”

Throughout this process I became deeply indebted to my great mentors for testing my resilience and mental toughness. They did not coddle me. They were not concerned with sparing my feelings. They did not give me a participation trophy for showing up. They expected great things of me, and, accordingly, they made sure to test my anti-fragility. For that, I am eternally grateful to them. Incidentally, I recently found out that my doctoral supervisor is retiring from Cornell. Several of his former doctoral students, including yours truly, joined him for a commemorative get-together. Expressing gratitude is not only polite, but also another component of a good and happy life.



Life Lessons Stemming from a Lost Wedding Ring

My wife and I have truly unique wedding rings. Our respective fingerprints are engraved on one another’s rings (along with personal inscriptions). Beyond this, I revere my wedding ring because it is a permanent reminder of the beautiful love that I share with my wife. The thought of losing the ring is unthinkable to me, and yet this is precisely what happened in the summer of 2014.54 My family had spent the day having fun at my in-laws’ chalet, located on the edge of a river with a fast-moving current, and at my brother-in-law’s chalet, located on a beautiful lake with fresh, albeit dark, water (that is presumably quite deep). The drive back to Montréal took approximately ninety minutes. Before heading home, we picked up some coffees at the Starbucks where I had spent innumerable days writing my first book.55

When I realized my ring was missing, the chances of finding it seemed infinitesimal, given that it could have fallen into the lake, or into the river, or somewhere in the woods. The easiest thing would have been to give up and accept that the ring was lost forever. My wife and I decided otherwise. We combed through our photos of the day to see if we could narrow the timeline of when the ring was lost. The first piece of good news was that we found a photo taken after I had last swum in the lake, and my ring was still on my hand. This was a gigantic victory. We then looked at pictures of when we were at the river. The river’s current is such that it serves as a type of treadmill; you can swim at one spot for a while. This is precisely what I did in several video clips, one of which captured the exact front-crawl stroke at which I lost my ring! We had identified the precise moment and location where I had lost my ring, but this was hardly a time to rejoice. The riverbed is littered with endless rocks and boulders, and the current is very strong. While we had greatly improved our odds of finding the lost ring, it remained a nearly impossible task.

My wife and I agreed to drive back to her parents’ chalet the next morning. Prior to doing so, I realized that we needed to answer a crucial hydraulic question—namely, how would a ring of that weight and size behave in that current? Would it quickly sink to the bottom, or would it be carried downstream by the current, and if so, how far downstream? I asked my wife to find a test ring that we might use in an experiment when we arrived at the river, and we proceeded on our way. Once we arrived at the precise river location, we tied the experimental ring to a string and began the experiment. To our relief, the ring rapidly sank at the spot that it was released. In other words, it was quite conceivable that my wedding ring was somewhere within a five-by-five-foot-square area where I had been swimming against the current. Notwithstanding this good news, it was hardly reason to fully rejoice, as the likelihood of finding the ring in such a rocky riverbed was minimal (the maximal depth was around five to six feet). I wore a set of goggles and a pair of “sticky” water shoes that would allow me to anchor myself on the underwater rocks and began the arduous process of intermittently diving to cover every possible nook and cranny of the stony riverbed. It must have been twenty minutes into the process when I saw a shiny light coming from a crevice between two rocks (the sunlight was reflecting on the ring). I dove to the bottom, and to my utter disbelief, I emerged out of the water with my wedding ring in my hand.

There are many valuable life lessons that can be gleaned from the tale of the lost wedding ring. First, it is always a good idea to be hopeful and optimistic when tackling difficult challenges. Hope is truly an elixir of life that can help you through countless trials and tribulations. The likelihood of finding the ring was next to nothing, and yet my wife and I persisted doggedly in our belief that the problem was tractable. Second, a good marriage requires cooperative teamwork. My wife had the clever idea of going through our photos, and I suggested the “hydraulic” experiment. Our collective brainpower was an asset. Third, the scientific method is an epistemological tool that can be used when navigating through life. Reason, logic, and evidence-based thinking are available for all sorts of everyday decisions. Had we not conducted the “hydraulic” experiment, we would not have been able to prune the search space to such a restricted area. You can think like a scientist in your daily life, even if you are not a professional scientist.

Several years later, the ring yielded a second miracle. If I were Catholic, I might seek to get that ring blessed by a priest, for it seems to be protected by Saint Anthony, the patron saint of lost objects! My wife had loaded the kids in the car and driven to pick me up from our local café. As I was about to enter the passenger side of the car, I heard a weird “ping” and wondered whether I had lost some change from my pocket. My daughter got out of the car and noticed my ring by the car on the pavement. She too had heard the ping and decided to check. Had we not heard the ping, we would have driven home and perhaps have never been able to identify the location where it had fallen off my finger. I have since purchased a plastic contraption that I place on the ring to ensure that it does not fall off my finger. However, as I have lost a tremendous amount of weight over the past eighteen months (and hence my fingers are thinner), I might need to find a new solution for the slippery ring. This leads me to the last of the life lessons as relating to this story: namely, some personal objects carry quasi-sacred status because they are associated with such deep emotional and symbolic valence. My wedding ring’s lost-and-found journey is a metaphor of the limitless love that I feel for my wife and children. They make me immeasurably happy.

Many of the worthy pursuits in life involve risks, obstacles, rejections, and the ever-looming potential of failure. By adopting a mindset rooted in well-calibrated persistence, grit, and anti-fragility, we increase the chances of overcoming the barriers that stand in the way of finding purpose, meaning, and happiness in our lives. In many instances, people end up forgoing prospective opportunities because of the fear of failure. But evolution has endowed us with an emotion that might compel us forward and bust through that fear, a topic to which I turn in the next chapter.





CHAPTER EIGHT It’s (Almost) Never Too Late—Eradicate Regret


Non, je ne regrette rien. [No, I regret nothing.]1

—Edith Piaf

As children learn good manners. As young men learn to control the passions. In middle age be just In old age give good advice. Then die without regret.2

—Inscription of Delphic maxims at Al Khanoum

At your end be without sorrow.3

—Delphic maxim 147



Looking back at your life, are there things that you regret? Do you regret actions that you took, or actions that you didn’t take? Regret can eat away at our sense of inner peace. The ancient Greek concept of ataraxia refers to a state free from inner turmoil, to tranquility and calmness of the mind. It was a goal of Epicurean and Stoic philosophy. A mind tormented by regret cannot achieve tranquility. Unhappy, intrusive thoughts, manifested in conditions like obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), can lead to substantial cognitive and emotional turmoil.4 Sometimes the thoughts are endless ruminations based on paranoid fears. For example, such a ruminative thought might be “Because of what I said at last night’s office party, I’m certain that everyone now views me as an imbecile.” In an attempt to alleviate this worry, an OCD sufferer might repeatedly seek confirmation from party attendees that he didn’t in fact make a fool of himself. In this, he is like the stereotypical OCD individual who washes his hands incessantly because of a disproportionate fear of germs. Through such repetitive rituals—of handwashing or seeking reassurance—OCD individuals hope that germs or intrusive, negative thoughts can be washed away literally or figuratively. Obviously, not all ruminations on one’s actions or inactions lead to dysfunctional outcomes. But for an OCD sufferer, these unpleasantly intrusive thoughts come with an overwhelming intensity and frequency. Regret, however, is one form of existential rumination that many individuals have, revisiting past actions or inactions with a sense of sorrow.

While many of the early studies of regret were conducted in the fields of economics, psychology, and marketing, more recent works have examined the neuronal and physiological signatures of regret. For example, older individuals who experience greater regret intensity have increased morning cortisol (stress response hormone) secretion and worse physical symptoms.5 Furthermore, as people age and possess fewer opportunities to address sources of regret, they exhibit various negative downstream effects, including an increased likelihood of experiencing depression as reported in this neuroscientific exploration of regret: “The lack of an age-adapted management of regret experiences may thus represent a risk factor for highly prevalent late-life depression. Disengagement from regret experiences at a point of life where the opportunities to undo regrettable behavior are limited may be a protective strategy to maintain emotional well-being and thus can be seen as a resilience factor.”6 The bottom line is that regret not only affects our ability to achieve ataraxia, but it can also have a deleterious effect on our physiological and physical health, as well as our psychological adjustment (such as depression scores) and life satisfaction.7

There are endless occasions in which we experience regret, from mundane daily contexts (I regret having had a dessert after this heavy meal) to grand existential forms of regret (I regret that I was an absent parent, or I regret that I never pursued my dream of being a pediatrician). If you can look back on your life and think of few, if any, existential regrets, then you will likely be happy and have lived a good life. At this stage of my life, I do have a few regrets, but I’m unsure I could have changed what actually happened anyway. By far my greatest regret is that I was unable to pursue a professional soccer career. I suffered a terrible injury in the U18 (under age 18) Eastern Canadian championship. My club had been crowned champions of Quebec, and we were competing against the champions of Ontario and the Maritime provinces. It was a round-robin tournament that began with my team playing against the Ontario champions. We lost that game 2–0, but I had played extraordinarily well, and the Maritime champions were sure to focus on me next time we played them. Just before that match, my coach advised me to be careful and to get rid of the ball quickly. I was the team playmaker, and nearly always played the right passes, so I asked him why he was so concerned. He said that our opponents would be coming hard after me, and I needed to be aware. The opposing player man-marking me looked to be thirty-five years old, and he kept brutalizing me throughout the game. Finally, just as I had entered the opposing team’s eighteen-yard box with the chance of either taking a shot or crossing the ball, the butcher in question tackled me from behind using the extraordinarily dangerous scissors tackle. This is when a player slides behind you and swings his two legs in a scissors motion. If he catches your leg, he can break it. Well, he caught my leg, and the rest is history. The referee did not even whistle a foul, perhaps thinking that I was faking an injury to have a penalty kick called in my favor. The play went on as I lay on the ground with a shattered leg. It was the opposing goalie who came up to me, saw my pain, and quickly urged the referee to stop the game. I was carried away in an ambulance to a local hospital, where the attending physicians underdiagnosed the severity of my injury.

Upon returning to Montréal, my leg looked wrong. The swelling was not subsiding, and I was unable to put any weight on my leg. An orthopedic surgeon saw me, and the news was not good. When I asked him how long it would take for me to play again, he said, “Forget about playing again. Let’s hope that you don’t walk with a limp for the rest of your life.” I ended up having a closed reduction on my ankle (resetting of the bones without needing to have an open surgery), but the damage was severe. While I did return to some playing (I was one of three rookies to make the nationally ranked McGill University team in 1984, before I quit to focus on my studies), my competitive career was effectively over. I had hoped to make the Canadian national team (I had played for the Quebec team and had become vice champion of Canada), and there were opportunities to pursue a professional soccer career in Europe. But my severe injury, the fact that my family did not support my soccer ambitions, and the additional fact that I lived in Canada (hardly a hotbed for European scouts back in the early 1980s) made it “easy” to accept the career-ending diagnosis and retire. Notwithstanding all these obstacles, I regret that I did not simply pack my bags and move to Europe to at least give it a full attempt. My biggest talent in life was playing soccer, and as Robert De Niro’s character in A Bronx Tale reminded his son: “Remember, the saddest thing in life is wasted talent. You could have all the talent in the world, but if you don’t do the right thing, then nothing happens. But when you do right, guess what, good things happen.”8 Every four years the World Cup of soccer rolls around, and I’m consumed with overwhelming feelings of regret. Did I waste my soccer talent? This is an existential regret that will always haunt me.

Luckily, I was very talented in another domain, academics. I had always planned on becoming a professional soccer player and then eventually a professor, so the career-ending soccer injury accelerated the timeline for my second objective. For the most part, I have nothing to regret professionally. My research productivity and prominence within the public sphere are sizeable. Yet I do have one looming regret. I have always had a deep desire to permanently relocate to Southern California. I have been going to SoCal regularly since 1985, including having lived there from 2001 to 2003 as a visiting professor at UC Irvine. I know with every fiber in my body that I would be maximally happy and fulfilled in the SoCal climate, which agrees with my Lebanese blood. And yet, I have made certain professional decisions that have greatly minimized, if not fully eradicated, the prospects of being offered a professorship there. I never played the expected game in academia, namely, to become an obscure specialist and publish only in the leading “acceptable” journals. As I mentioned earlier, I am an intellectual variety-seeker, publishing scientific papers in many disciplines and in a wide range of academic journals, and such behavior is frowned upon by other academics and thus by college administrators. Furthermore, I never liked to network at academic conferences. I am a very sociable and extroverted person, but I despise interacting with people for real or imagined ulterior motives. I am authentic to a fault. Finally, my maladaptive perfectionism—and my belief that few people could adhere to my brutally exacting ethical and professional standards—has caused me to avoid building large networks of collaborators, which is another part of the academic game. Many scientific endeavors require collaborative teams, but I have largely forgone these opportunities. By being an intellectual variety-seeker, an anti-networker, and a maladaptive perfectionist, I have pleased myself as a researcher and academic, but also made it difficult for other academics to support my candidacy for a professorship at their school. They might admire my professional CV, but I do not fit the expected mold of the “stay in your lane” academic. And it is also true that my popular celebrity and my well-founded but politically incorrect opinions are not approved by the progressives who like to dictate who is hired at universities. I regret that I was unable to better navigate the tensions between my personhood, my desire to live in SoCal, and the careerist expectations required of a modern-day academic. Then again, my “non-modulation” is precisely what garnered me great success, well beyond what the typical academic career might engender, so perhaps my regret is misguided. But if any Southern California university is looking for a top-notch business school professor, I am here!


Two Sources of Regret: Actions vs. Inactions

The psychological study of regret makes a distinction between regret based on actions and regrets that stem from inactions. Dr. Tom Gilovich, my former professor at Cornell, was a pioneer in studying these contrasting regrets. Most people, he discovered, consider their greatest regret to be one of inaction (such as, “I regret that I never went to art school”).9 This insight was also arrived at by the American author Henry Wilson Allen (Will Henry was one of his pseudonyms) when he famously stated: “Fools live to regret their words [actions], wise men to regret their silence [inactions].”10 Here is part of the Anglican Morning Prayer (general confession), which speaks perfectly to the work of Gilovich on regret: “We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; And we have done those things which we ought not to have done; And there is no health in us.”11

There is another distinction to make, and this is between short-term and long-term regret. In the short term, one is more likely to regret certain actions, but in the long term, such as reflecting on one’s lifetime, it is regret over inactions that dominate. Research showing the dominance of long-term regret over inaction has been replicated across several distinct cultures (including in China, Japan, and Russia).12 Even though cultures vary in the manner by which they construe time, regret due to inaction over the long term appears to be a universal phenomenon.

Are there elements of regret that do vary cross-culturally? Intrapersonal regret dominates in the United States (regret of an outcome that affects oneself), whereas in Taiwan interpersonal regret looms larger (regret of an outcome that affects another).13 This is perhaps not surprising when one recognizes that the United States is an individualistic society, whereas Taiwan is a collectivistic one.

At least one domain of regret is rooted in a clear evolutionary calculus. If you were to ask men and women whether they regret having missed a sexual opportunity (inaction) versus having had a sexual encounter (action), a clear sex difference emerges.14 Since the benefits and costs of mating are different for the two sexes, women’s greater choosiness is such that sexual actions loom larger in their regret calculus, whereas sexual inactions loom larger for men. Hence, when militant feminists in the 1960s and 1970s argued that liberated women should engage in meaningless one-night stands (to be “equal” with men), they were pushing against evolutionary reality. Feminists argued, falsely, that women were no different from men, and from that false premise they went on to say that women should not be subject to the so-called double standard that tolerated promiscuity in men but insisted on chastity in women. That “double standard,” so far as it existed, was, however, a mere acceptance of evolutionary reality. The idea pathogen known as militant feminism, in doing away with that double standard and encouraging female promiscuity, pushed many women into a life of unhappiness and sexual regret.



Near-Death and Deathbed Regrets

One’s looming mortality has a way of crystallizing the important things in life. There are many testimonies from people near death saying that they experienced a slow-motion replay of important life events. The old phrase “I saw my life flashing before my eyes” is based on human experience.15 Albert von St. Gallen Heim, a Swiss geologist and mountaineer, was an early researcher into the science of near-death experiences in the late nineteenth century, studying accounts of mountaineers suffering near-fatal falls (including his own).16 Near-death experiences have been documented across a broad range of cultural traditions and eras, one phenomenon of which is indeed the life review experience (“life flashing before one’s eyes”).17 Not surprisingly, one would expect that the images that flash before our eyes are not of our favorite material possessions (the Ferrari, or the spacious five-thousand-square-foot house, or the collection of high heels) but of the most important people and events in our lives. Three Israeli scientists recently conducted both a qualitative and quantitative analysis of life experience reviews and found that regret was a common theme.18 In other words, as individuals face the imminent end of their lives, regret is a common lens from which to evaluate one’s life.

Whereas near-death experiences typically occur as the result of a cataclysmic event (like a heart attack or a fall), palliative patients have a somewhat longer window from which to evaluate their lives. Bronnie Ware worked as a palliative nurse caring for people in the last stages of life. She recorded the top five regrets that people shared with her on their deathbeds. They are:



	“I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.”

	“I wish I hadn’t worked so hard.”

	“I wish I’d had the courage to express my feelings.”

	“I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends.”

	“I wish I had let myself be happier.”19





While all five regrets are deeply instructive, I shall focus on regrets one and five for now. The fifth regret is all-encompassing in that it recognizes that our happiness is inherently within our control (at least partially so). When we allow ourselves to be mired in endless negative bile, especially on issues that are out of our control, we need to return to the Stoic Epictetus and heed his timeless advice: “There is only one way to happiness and that is to cease worrying about things which are beyond the power of our will.” Take charge of your life and do not worry about what you can’t control. Don’t regret having not been happy. Make sure to change this reality today. The first regret listed above is arguably the most profound one in that it speaks to existential authenticity. Imagine the number of people who wake up one day to recognize that they have lived a false life. As a teenager, I remember watching the 1982 film Making Love starring Kate Jackson, Michael Ontkean, and Harry Hamlin. The plot follows a supposedly happy and successful couple who eventually divorce as the husband comes to terms with his homosexuality. I recall feeling a deep melancholy when watching the movie, realizing that the unnecessary pain felt by the otherwise loving couple could have been avoided had the husband lived his authentic self. What was true in that dramatic circumstance can be true in an endless variety of ways.



Authenticity as Protection against Existential Regret

Because truth and freedom are the two driving ideals of my life, there are few personal traits that I despise more than inauthenticity. Inauthentic people embody falsehoods and tell many lies, and this violates my love for truth. An authentic person has only one script to remember—the one that corresponds to his true self, and thus he can live freely and honestly. When I watch Hillary Clinton or Kamala Harris in their public lives, I am struck by the extent to which they exude an aura of falsity. There is nothing natural about them. Everything is strained, fake, and phony. This is sinister on multiple levels. It signals to the world that the fraudster is unsure about her real self, and as such she must constantly construct a new personhood for the situation at hand. Who could forget the false accents that Hillary Clinton would affect as a function of the audience that she was addressing? Or the cackling of Kamala Harris whenever she is asked an uncomfortable question? Or her infamously bizarre interaction with children, some of whom were child actors, about the wonders of space research? She advised them that one could see the craters of the moon with their own eyes.20 Wow, so I can see the moon, the stars, and the sun simply by looking up at the sky and staring at these cosmic realities with my own eyes? Wondrous! I would much rather interact with an authentic person whose character traits I might find disagreeable (like Donald Trump) than an inauthentic person who reeks of duplicity but is otherwise “nice” (like Kamala Harris).

Authentic people are honest with themselves and with those around them. They navigate the world with a honey badger’s “I don’t give a f**k” attitude. Authentic people never equivocate on their positions to please or placate the crowd. Instead, they tell it like it is whilst being unconcerned about how others might view them. Authentic people are confident, in part because they are honest. They are comfortable in their own skin because they do not desire to dissimulate. They do not pretend to be someone other than themselves. Under pressure, they do not assume the fetal position or prevaricate. They do not sit on the fence when a decision has to be made. They do what they think is right, work to achieve a good result, and accept that they have agency to shape their own lives. Hence, they are much more likely to be happy individuals. A central feature of personal authenticity is “realness” or “genuineness.” One is real if there is congruency between one’s internal feelings and overt behaviors, even if such genuineness yields negative personal or social outcomes.21 While being real can at times carry negative consequences, this form of personal authenticity is associated with greater psychological health and well-being across a broad range of measures; being authentic is negatively correlated with neuroticism and depression but positively correlated with agreeableness and conscientiousness.22 If you are true to your personhood, you minimize the chances of future regret, for you have removed any incongruity between your internal thoughts and feelings and your external actions. It is perhaps not surprising then that authenticity is correlated with life satisfaction and well-being.23

Many philosophers have written about the concept of personal authenticity, including Søren Kierkegaard, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul Sartre.24 But perhaps the best advice comes from the ancient Greek adage: “Know thyself.”25 Students often seek my advice about their career paths. Often, they think in terms of market opportunities: “Professor Saad, should I study big data analytics? I hear the market is hot for this expertise.” As a business school professor, I fully appreciate the importance of identifying and exploiting untapped market niches. But this cannot be the sole means by which one makes crucial educational and career decisions. If you wish to live an existentially authentic life, you must look within and ask which career path is best aligned with your true self. Failure to engage in this calculus is what leads to regret later in life. Market conditions might suggest that it is a good idea to become a chartered accountant. But if your main interest in life is art and architecture, then you might regret spending forty years as a tax accountant (notwithstanding the fact that some tax accountants are true “artists” in their ability to skirt the tax code legally). When we study regret we often see that it lies in the discrepancy between one’s actual self (tax accountant) and ideal self (architect) or between one’s actual self and “ought” self (a feeling that one should be better, more honest, more kindly); it turns out that the most frequent regrets correspond to discrepancies between a person’s actual and ideal self.26 The smaller the discrepancy between your actual and ideal self, the more existentially happy you will be.

Being genuine can lead to professional success. I have hosted hundreds of guests on my show The Saad Truth, the great majority of whom are highly accomplished individuals. They come from a broad range of backgrounds, jobs, and professions, and they are radically different from one another in countless ways. And yet, the common thread is that they all have interesting things to say, and I am lucky enough to be the host who can orchestrate a fascinating dialogue. I have been successful in this role because I am an authentic person. Being authentic serves as a disarming quality because it immediately puts the other person at ease. The guests can relax and know that they need not be on psychological guard, for their interlocutor is genuine. Of all my guests, few have been as beguilingly charming as the journalist and attorney Megyn Kelly. During our chat, we were discussing things that we might have regretted in our lives.27 To her credit, she stated that there were few, if any, things that she regretted because any experience she had, even if it ended badly, allowed her to grow as an individual. Fair enough. I then proceeded to share my regret that my career has been hampered by my inability to compromise my professional principles, actions, or speech for careerist reasons. She replied that my open and frank manner is precisely what made me attractive to so many people. In other words, rather than regretting any elements of my authentic self, I should embrace them, for they have brought me great rewards. Since we are both no-nonsense honey badgers, it is perhaps not surprising that she would appreciate those uncompromising qualities in me.

In January 2022, I received an email informing me that His Excellency Ajay Bisaria, the high commissioner of India to Canada, wanted to deliver a personal letter to me from the Honorable Narendra Modi, the prime minister of India. During our phone conversation to discuss my visit to the High Commission of India in Ottawa, Mr. Bisaria told me that long ago he had been accepted to pursue a Ph.D. in marketing at Northwestern University (one of the top departments in the world), but he had chosen instead to pursue a career in the Indian foreign service. I asked him whether he ever regretted his decision. His answer was beautiful. He explained that based on his religious beliefs he does not regret his decision. He believes that which happens was meant to be. Many religions offer such metaphysical solace from the potential angst of regret. The idea that things happen for a reason (or that an outcome is God’s will, or that providence guides our fates) is one way to achieve tranquility of the mind.

By the way, in case you are wondering about the contents of the letter from Prime Minister Modi to yours truly, I was deeply honored to discover that he wanted to acknowledge my contributions to the world’s intellectual life. In the letter, he states: “Writers and thinkers serve society by pushing the boundaries of thought. In a way, such people are explorers who embark on an adventure of the mind and take others along with them, through their power of articulation. There are no limits to what people who know themselves can achieve. Your books and thoughts have helped a number of people understand themselves and their own minds better” [emphasis added].28 Prime Minister Modi was reiterating the importance of the ancient Greek maxim “Know thyself”!

I mentioned earlier that I spent two years as a visiting associate professor at the University of California at Irvine (2001–2003) and was very keen on relocating permanently to Southern California. With that objective in mind, I arranged several interviews with local universities.29 During my visit to one, I was told that I could not be granted tenure due to religious considerations, as the school was affiliated with a specific religious denomination. My bewildered revulsion was the epitome of authenticity. I was polite but did not hide my views on religious tests as part of the hiring process. I thought that I had long ago escaped the religious tribalism of Lebanon. Apparently not. My near-infinite desire to be in Southern California has its limits. I was not about to convert from Judaism to the religious denomination in question. The other university story is even more comical. I had held a very productive meeting with the chair of the department, and toward the end of our conversation, he advised me that part of the hiring process would require that I face the “God squad” in order to establish the extent to which I had been active within the religious denomination that supported this university. He explained that I would be “coached” regarding what to say, to which I retorted that I found it ironic that a religious institution would promote lying as a central feature of the hiring process. Apparently, in this case, consequentialist ethics win the day! The chair grinned and “corrected” me that it was not lying but coaching, to which I retorted with this nuclear bomb of authenticity: I reminded him that I was an atheist evolutionist Lebanese Jew, and as such it would be a while before I accepted Jesus into my heart as my lord and savior! His smile of resignation said it all. I had hit a dead end in my application. My point in sharing these stories is not to shame either school—the hosts were lovely and hospitable—but to highlight the importance of individual dignity. I would rather return to the socialist frozen tundra known as Quebec rather than modulate any part of my personal identity. I present myself to the world as is. Take it or leave it. Existential authenticity is a pathway to achieving ataraxia.



On Becoming a Doctor at the Age of Ninety-One

Sometimes regret comes when we think an opportunity has passed us by. But in many cases, opportunity is still available, if we pursue it. Just as students frequently ask me about potential career paths, they often ask me about whether they should pursue some new academic journey. Their doubts usually revolve around the question of whether they are too old to embark on a new academic path. It might be that they already have a bachelor’s degree in business but are now keen to acquire a degree in evolutionary psychology. Or it might be a desire to obtain an M.B.A., but they fear leaving, or being distracted from, their current job. At times, they are keen to explore acquiring a Ph.D., but they feel they will be too old by the time that they graduate. In most such instances, the students seeking my advice are in their twenties or thirties. This is what I usually reply: “Please sit down and let me tell you a story.” I then proceed to recount the incredible anecdote of Dr. Dagobert Broh, who obtained his Ph.D. in history at Concordia University (my university) back in 1996. Broh was born in 1904 in Germany. Because of the rise of the Nazis, Broh, who was Jewish, fled to Canada with his family. Life circumstances did not permit him to pursue his university education, but in his sixties, he decided to enroll in some university classes in what was then called Sir George Williams University (SGWU), a Montréal institution that prided itself on being accommodating to mature, nontraditional students. In 1974, SGWU merged with Loyola College (a Jesuit school also known for supporting mature students) to form what eventually became Concordia University. After completing his bachelor’s degree at a time when most individuals are thinking about retirement, he completed his M.A. degree in 1985, when he was in his eighties. But Broh was hardly finished; he went on to complete a Ph.D. in 1996 at the age of ninety-one. He passed away in 1999, after having reached an academic pinnacle.30 At this point, I usually wait for my students’ mouths to close (as they are awed by the story) and then playfully ask them, “Do you still believe that you are too old to pursue your dreams?” Broh epitomizes the crucial distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, and how this shapes our life trajectories. When you pursue something for its intrinsic value, you are engaging in an act of purity. For example, if you obtain a degree in discipline X for no other reason than the desire to grow intellectually, you are doing so for intrinsic reasons. If you obtain the degree because it might improve your position in the job market, that is a classic instance of an extrinsic reward. This is a frequent challenge that I face with M.B.A. students, as many enroll in business school largely for extrinsic reasons. Broh knew that he was at the end of his life. He knew that he was not doing a Ph.D. to start a long academic career. He was not pursuing the Ph.D. to impress his parents, his spouse, or his friends. He obtained the Ph.D. for the most noble of reasons: the pure love of knowledge.

Manfred Steiner has an equally compelling academic trajectory. He obtained his M.D. in 1955 in Vienna. In 1967, he was awarded a Ph.D. in biochemistry from MIT. After he retired from his medical career in 2000, he began taking physics courses at the undergraduate level, as he had always wanted to be a physicist.31 This past November, at the age of eighty-nine, he defended his Ph.D. dissertation in physics at Brown University, and he is planning on publishing an academic paper based on his doctoral work. Here is Steiner’s advice, directed at young people, but really for all of us: “I think young people should follow their dreams whatever they are. They will always regret it if they do not follow their dreams.”32

Recently, two acquaintances of mine—well into their fifties or sixties—obtained academic degrees. One lady, whom I originally met at our local Italian café, is a working artist who decided to return to Concordia University and pursue a B.F.A. in Film Animation. This was her second undergraduate degree, and she is now contemplating the possibility of enrolling in an M.F.A. program. The second lady is the partner of a man connected to my family by marriage. She pursued a professional CEGEP (Collège d’enseignement général et professionnel [College of General and Professional Studies]) degree in web and graphic design. In Quebec, where I reside, we have a unique educational system. High school students graduate in grade eleven, and they then head off for a two-year CEGEP degree, which is a transitory degree toward being admitted to an undergraduate program in a university. It is similar to a community college in the American context. CEGEP students are typically in their late teens, whereas the typical B.F.A. students are perhaps in their early twenties. In other words, these two lifelong learners were old enough to be the grandmothers of their class cohorts, and yet this did not dissuade them from achieving their educational goals. The same can-do attitude applies to individuals who enroll in medical school after the age of forty. While they constitute a small minority (less than 1 percent within a twenty-year period),33 they are sufficiently large in number to support the notion that it is truly never too late to pursue some dreams and avoid future regret. Of note, a meta-analysis of the most common life regrets revealed that education was the most frequent one, yielding 32.2 percent of stated regrets (covering the gamut from I regret that I obtained a degree in this field to I regret that I was not more studious to I regret that I never obtained my degree).34 As should be evident by now, it is seldom too late to assuage education-related regrets.

While it may never be too late to pursue a medical career, Amy Wax did the opposite. She walked away from being a neurologist to pursue a career in law. Well-timed career switches can be just as crucial to avoiding future regret. Amy obtained a B.S. in molecular biophysics and biochemistry from Yale University; she was then a Marshall Scholar in philosophy, physiology, and psychology at Oxford University. This was followed by an M.D. degree at Harvard University. She then completed a residency in neurology and became a consulting neurologist. This is an arduous educational path, and yet Dr. Wax decided to walk away from medicine. At the same time as she became a practicing neurologist, she had graduated with a J.D. degree from Columbia University. She held several legal positions (law clerk to a U.S. court of appeals judge, assistant to the U.S. solicitor general) and then landed a professorship of law at the University of Pennsylvania. Amy and I held a chat on my show where we briefly discussed her incredible career switch.35 Despite the extraordinary sunk costs associated with becoming a neurologist, she had the courage to switch careers to maximize her occupational happiness. This is the hallmark of a true honey badger, which is further solidified in Amy’s case in that she has been fearless and implacable in speaking her mind throughout her academic career. Despite several attempts to get her cancelled, she has been a dogged anti-woke professor unwilling to cave to the perpetually offended campus mobs.36

One of my favorite television shows from my childhood back in the 1970s was Three’s Company. Via the magic of syndication, my young children were recently introduced to Three’s Company, and it has been a delight for me to experience the show so many years later through their eyes. Even sitcoms can teach life lessons. In one episode that I rewatched recently, one of the lead characters, Janet (played by Joyce DeWitt), is temporarily excited after a dance instructor encourages her to think she could pursue a career as a dancer. He has, of course, ulterior, lecherous motives. But the point of the story comes when Janet realizes that she is in fact too old and insufficiently talented to be a professional dancer. The life lesson here is that while it may never be too late to pursue certain dreams, one also needs to be grounded in reality. The “you can be anything if you set your mind to it” mantra is inspiring, but at times illusory.



The Value of Anticipatory Regret

Regret is considered a negative emotion, but it is also an emotion one learns from, and that can lead to better future behaviors.37 In contrast to eight other negative emotions (anger, fear, sadness, disappointment, guilt, anxiety, jealousy, and boredom), regret was viewed most positively;38 and of the nine examined negative emotions, regret was construed as possessing the most functional value.39 Many entrepreneurs, in particular, recognize the functional value of “anticipatory regret,” to which I turn next.

As of September 2020, Amazon’s market capitalization was $1.761 trillion. Its founder, Jeff Bezos, was the world’s wealthiest individual with a net worth of $201.3 billion.40 Amazon might have never been founded were it not for the fact that Bezos did not wish to experience future regret at not having taken a shot at starting the company. In a 2001 interview, he stated: “I wanted to project myself forward at age eighty and say, okay, now I’m looking back on my life, I want to have minimized the number of regrets I have. And you know, I knew that when I was eighty, I was not going to regret having tried this. I was not going to regret… trying to participate in this thing called the Internet that I thought was going to be a really big deal. I knew that if I failed, I wouldn’t regret that. But I knew the one thing I might regret is not ever having tried. And I knew that that would haunt me every day.”41 This is what Bezos referred to as his “regret minimization framework.” It is a very powerful mindset to compel people to go for it! Bezos’s mental model is also known as anticipatory regret. In other words, it is forward looking; it involves acting now to avoid what you might anticipate as a later regret.

Anthony Robbins is one of the most successful self-help gurus and life coaches. He has sold millions of books and lectured to innumerable people and companies in a career that has spanned well over three decades. Irrespective of whether one agrees with the entirety of his methods and teachings, he has been an undeniable dispenser of well-received advice. When asked about the fear of failure in a 2016 interview, he stated: “The easiest way to deal with the fear of failure is to be more fearful of not taking action.”42 In the interview, Robbins refers to his rocking chair test: not wanting to be eighty-five years old, sitting on a rocking chair, and regretting the things that he did not tackle out of fear, trepidation, or other potential obstacles. A good life might be measured by how easily you sit in your rocking chair, at age eighty-five, reading good books rather than wallowing over lost opportunities.

Some forms of regret are functional and some might be inevitable because of circumstances and choices, but others serve no purpose and are utterly unnecessary. One of the rare occasions that my father visited my wife and me at our home highlights an example of poorly calibrated regret. My dad and I were sitting in the living room, and after a pensive pause, he said, “You know, Gad, I deeply regret that we did not send you to Jewish school.” It was uttered in a judgmental tone. I paused, in turn, and said, “You know, Dad, that which you regret most about me is what I have most to thank you for. Having been educated in non-Jewish schools allowed me to interact with a broad range of folks that I would otherwise have been insulated from.” He was not pleased with my response. If you are going to regret something, at least make sure it is worth it. His regret was no regret of mine, and he should have let it go; we each have to live our own lives.



Do Not Regret Your Lost Youth—Age Gracefully

Paulina Porizkova was one of the best-known supermodels of the 1980s. She married Ric Ocasek, the lead singer of The Cars, a successful band, popular in the 1980s. He was nearly twenty years her senior when they married. But it is not unusual for older, successful men to wed beautiful, younger women. Porizkova was interviewed recently by The Times (of London). She lamented that men no longer show her much attention (her husband passed away in 2019). She stated: “I am now completely invisible…. I walk into a party, I try to flirt with guys and they just walk away from me to pursue someone 20 years younger. I’m very single, I’m dressed up, I’ve made an effort—nothing.”43 I decided to reply to her since many women share her sentiments, shocked at how they no longer hold the same sexual sway over men as they did in their younger years. Here was my response, which I thought was measured and respectful. I told her that she was “hardly invisible but the fact that you do not have the same pull for some men is to be expected. I’m sure that innumerable men have been invisible to you as they approached you in your life. It’s called reality. Dynamics change through life stages.”44 Rather than take stock of the important life lesson that I was sharing with her, she decided to retort in the following snarky and rude manner: “Sounds like you speak from experience. I guess the hot babes weren’t interested in you, huh?”45 This led me to reply: “This is an unbecoming response of a serious adult. You are stuck in your irreverent sassy narcissistic teenage years but your birth certificate says otherwise. Stay classy. Oh by the way, my wife is very beautiful on the inside and outside. Be well.”46 I then proceeded to release a Saad Truth clip wherein I analyzed the psychological fallacies implicit in her bitterness.47 When another individual tried to explain to her the “grandmother hypothesis,”48 which provides an evolutionary explanation for why women live long after the end of their fertility (because they then become childcare help, as grandmothers), Porizkova responded angrily: “Seems like evolution is serving only one section of the population.”49 Her implication was that evolution was inherently sexist. I replied: “Zero understanding of evolution. For most species including humans female mate choice shapes the evolutionary trajectory of male morphology and male behavior. It’s called sexual selection.”50 It’s also called science and a fact of life.

 Porizkova’s bitterness, which stems from the idea pathogen known as militant feminism, is an impediment to her leading a happy life, as evidenced in her Twitter bio that contained the following line: “America, you made me a feminist.”51 Based on the furious responses I received from women after my exchanges with Porizkova, this is a deep source of age-related bitterness. Many women lament that their sexual power has an “expiration date” and blame the evil patriarchy for “teaching men to prefer younger women.” Well, we all have an expiration date. The speed and grace that I had when I was a seventeen-year-old soccer player and could dribble past four or five opponents with explosive acceleration was missing when I tried to play against my son’s soccer team and realized that ten-year-olds could now run faster than me. I did not postulate that the “evil matriarchy” was keeping me down but recognized that I had aged. Male prizefighters are typically not octogenarians, nor are football players (with the exception of Tom Brady of course). Men’s sexual vigor is not the same when they are sixty as compared to when they were twenty-one. But older men can compensate for that because of what women look for in a husband. Women around the world desire men with high social status, and not surprisingly men’s social status typically increases with age. Men around the world desire young, nubile, and beautiful women, and physical attributes, alas, fade with age. These sex-specific mating preferences are not due to the machinations of the evil patriarchy but are firmly rooted in evolutionary processes. Women’s sexual pull on the mating market reaches its zenith when they are younger; that of men when they are older. This is called biology and has nothing to do with sexism. In the words of Christopher Walken in the 2005 film Wedding Crashers, “Nature always wins.”52 When you live your life wedded to reality rather than to bitter self-deception rooted in corrosive idea pathogens (in this case militant feminism), it permits you to have ataraxia. Failure to do so causes you to direct unnecessary angst and resentment at a unicorn enemy known as the patriarchy.



The Regret of Lost Experiences

When I was a visiting professor at the University of California at Irvine, one of my favorite activities was to scour the numerous extraordinary second-hand bookstores in Southern California accompanied by my wife. I felt like a book archaeologist digging through mounds of “dirt” to uncover the rare jewel. As I type these words, I long for that feeling of elation and happiness that I experienced browsing through the endless aisles of knowledge. Regrettably, most of these bookstores, most notably Acres of Books in Long Beach, California (literally a warehouse of books covering an entire street block), eventually folded in large part due to the powers of Amazon. Was my book hunting a pursuit of material goods or of experiences? After all, I was purchasing tangible goods that would be added to my personal library. But of course, this was greatly overshadowed by the magical experiences both of finding these books and then reading them. This brings me to a very important distinction between two competing drivers of happiness: Are we happier when we collect material possessions or when we amass enriching life experiences? It might at first sound obvious that the latter should be the correct response, and yet as a consumer psychologist I can assure you that the materialism trap is all too real for millions of people. Consumers will go into great debt to purchase a car that they cannot afford, a house for which they can barely cover the mortgage, or a boat that they are likely to use only three times during the summer season. And yet, most research shows that to spend money on life experiences (like a trip around the world) increases an individual’s happiness more than spending money on material possessions (like a luxury car).53 This is consistent with a study that examined the links between various forms of consumption (leisure, personal care, food, health care, vehicles, and housing) on happiness. Only leisure consumption (“consuming” life experiences) was correlated with happiness.54

The fact that the consumption of experiences brings us much greater happiness than the purchase of material goods carries over to our regret calculus. Few people when looking back on their lives will rue the lost opportunity of not having purchased a Rolex, a Mercedes, or a Hugo Boss suit. But innumerable people will regret not having visited Paris, not having taken the safari to Namibia, or not having learned how to sail across the Caribbean Sea. This was perfectly captured in a recent Expedia commercial that aired during Super Bowl LVI. The narrator, actor Ewan McGregor, says: “We love stuff, and there’s some really great stuff out there. But I doubt that any of us will look back in our lives and think, I wish I had bought an even thinner TV, found a lighter light beer, or had an even smarter smartphone. Do you think any of us will look back in our lives and regret the things we didn’t buy—or the places we didn’t go?”55 Spot on. Live your life according to that Expedia motto. The winner at life is the one who collects the greatest number of enriching life experiences, not the one who owns more stuff.

Notwithstanding that when it comes to our happiness, experiences offer us more bang for the buck than material possessions, there remains an important issue to resolve. Experiences are greatly varied. For example, the prescription to “stop and smell the roses” is centered in the here and now, such that we ought to maximally enjoy the simple pleasures of life. On the other hand, contemporary colloquialisms such as YOLO (You Only Live Once) and FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) capture the drive to pursue grand experiences. Enjoying a great cup of coffee whilst reading a great book (as I hope you are doing right now) might be an example of metaphorically stopping and smelling the roses, whereas signing up for that bungee jump in Queenstown, New Zealand, is best captured by the YOLO and/or FOMO ethos. Are our lives better lived if they are composed of ordinary or extraordinary experiences? Of course, as we’ve seen, variety matters. We should seek an optimal combination of both types of experiences. It turns out, though, that the extent to which we prefer one type of experience over the other is a function of our age. In our youth, we prefer extraordinary experiences over ordinary ones; as we age, both experiences are equally valued.56

Regret is an aversive emotion that can gnaw away at our happiness, especially on matters that we cannot retroactively fix (such as marital infidelity leading to divorce). It can, however, also be a useful warning sign to compel us to engage in corrective behavior. In 1999, Barry Cadish set up the website RegretsOnly.com, where individuals could submit their stories of regret. The project proved so successful that he decided to quit his job as an advertising man and focus on writing a book on regret. This book, published in 2001, was titled Damn! Reflections on Life’s Biggest Regrets. His conclusion, perfectly in line with the scientific findings on regret, was: “Most people regret the things they don’t do more than the things they do. If you don’t try, you’re always going to be left with that nagging question: What if? I didn’t want to look back and say, ‘I should have done this.’ ”57 In his 2022 book The Power of Regret, Daniel Pink posits that many regrets stem from failures of boldness (I should have been bold and quit my secure job and started my dream business).58 Again, this demonstrates that many of our deepest regrets come from inactions that leave us pursuing inauthentic lives. Don’t do that. Instead, remember the words of the poet William Ernest Henley: “I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.”59





CHAPTER NINE Don’t Worry: Be Happy


“Do not all men desire happiness? And yet, perhaps, this is one of those ridiculous questions which I am afraid to ask, and which ought not to be asked by a sensible man: for what human being is there who does not desire happiness.”

“There is no one,” said Cleinias, “who does not.”

“Well then,” I said, “since we all of us desire happiness, how can we be happy?—that is the next question.”1

—Socrates (from Euthydemus by Plato)



Near the beginning of this book, I quoted Seneca: “There is not any thing in this world, perhaps, that is more talked of, and less understood, than the business of a happy life [emphasis in original]. It is every man’s wish and design; and yet not one of a thousand that knows wherein that happiness consists.”2 And I quoted Kant: “But it is a misfortune that the concept of happiness is such an indeterminate concept that, although every human being wishes to attain this, he can still never say determinately and consistently with himself what he really wishes and wills.”3

I hope that now, as we near the end of this book, we have some answers to Seneca’s and Kant’s speculations. While there is not one foolproof way to live the good life, I hope to have offered a pathway, illuminated by the light of social science, to being happy. Happiness is not captured in a willful pursuit. Rather, it is a destination one reaches by making optimal decisions, which in turn are the product of specific winning mindsets. In December 2021, on my first trip since the COVID pandemic, I travelled to San Antonio, Texas, to deliver a lecture on The Parasitic Mind. An investment banking firm had chosen my book as its book of the year and had invited me to address an audience of esteemed guests and clients, many from the banking and finance industries. At the end of the event, I stuck around to mingle with the guests and sign copies of my book. A young man came up to me and asked me two questions of particular relevance to this book’s contents. He asked, first, how he could, as a college student, stay true to his beliefs, given that his grades might depend on the goodwill of ideologically bigoted progressive professors. Unlike me, he said, he was not a tenured professor who could easily withstand the negative consequences of speaking his mind. He also asked me how he should go about becoming a public intellectual. He wanted to be like me. In responding to his first question, I reminded him that tenure does not protect me from the innumerable death threats that I have received. It does not protect me from the consequential costs that I have had to bear professionally (such as losing out on lucrative professorships, grants, and other rewards). Regardless of all this, one must be true to what one believes. One must be authentic. In answering his second question, I told him that there is no 1-2-3 recipe to become a public intellectual. It is not a position you seek; it is something that happens to you if you have valuable and interesting things to say. The psychiatrist and neurologist Viktor E. Frankl made a similar point regarding the pursuit of success and happiness:


Don’t aim at success—the more you aim at it and make it a target, the more you are going to miss it. For success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it must ensue, and it only does so as the unintended side-effect of one’s dedication to a cause greater than oneself or as the by-product of one’s surrender to a person other than oneself. Happiness must happen, and the same holds for success: you have to let it happen by not caring about it. I want you to listen to what your conscience commands you to do and go on to carry it out to the best of your knowledge. Then you will live to see that in the long-run—in the long-run, I say!—success will follow you precisely because you had forgotten to think about it.4 [Emphasis in original.]



Notwithstanding Frankl’s admonition against the willful pursuit of happiness and the empirical evidence highlighting that its dogged pursuit can yield deleterious effects,5 there appears to be empirical evidence in support of the efficacy of happiness training programs that encourage cognitive reframing, mindfulness, and expressions of gratitude. In a research synthesis of 179 findings of the effects of happiness training programs, 96 percent yielded an increase in happiness, notwithstanding the fact that the positive effects were modest.6 This is a hopeful message in that it reaffirms the fact that our happiness is in part shaped by the actions we take, the decisions that we make, and the mindsets that we adopt, and that we can learn ways to find the right path to happiness, a path that is lined with such old-fashioned virtues as temperance, gratitude, and hope. Let happiness be the destination, the outcome, and not the primary pursuit.

I next present two brief stories of men who had every reason to be unhappy and miserable and yet, via their winning mindsets, have found existential contentment. They clearly did not willfully pursue happiness but rather conquered their tragic lot in life through positive thinking.


The Existential Gratitude of a Wrongly Imprisoned Man

We all experience stressful periods in our lives. It sometimes seems that the cosmos is conspiring against us. But whenever I find myself wallowing about my lot, I contextualize things; I put my current sources of anger, frustration, and stress within some broader framework. Take the COVID pandemic; it has taken a toll on everyone. The attacks on our personal freedoms have been difficult to endure—and yet, I remembered, I am not doing so badly. I hold a job with a guaranteed income. My experiences have been infinitely less difficult than those of small business owners who have had to make countless sacrifices and be endlessly inventive just to survive. There is an old saying that someone is always worse off than you are; whether you are a business professor or a small business owner or a day laborer, putting your own situation in a broader context can make you count your advantages in any circumstance.

Of all the wonderful guests I have hosted on my show, few have been as memorable as David McCallum. David is not a famous man, but he teaches an important lesson about life. David was exonerated from a murder charge after spending twenty-nine years in prison. I had first heard David’s story while watching David & Me, a 2014 documentary about his case. I was so moved by his unimaginable grace and sense of forgiveness that I felt compelled to reach out to him. During our conversation, I confessed to David that he was a better man than I am, because I would have been full of anger and venom, and a poisonous desire for revenge, had I experienced his reality. David, however, appeared well-adjusted, enlightened, wise, and forgiving. I asked him how he managed that, and he offered two poignant responses. First, he told me, after he was arrested his mother asked him if he was guilty. He said no, and she never asked again. He felt at peace knowing that his mom believed him. Then he told me that one of his sisters suffered from cerebral palsy. She had been bedridden her entire life. Her example inspired him. She persevered through her own tragic reality, and what he faced was nothing in comparison.7 I was awestruck by David’s purity of spirit, his ineradicable optimism, and his abiding sense of gratitude. I suspect his sense of gratitude—for his life and its own positive aspects—saved his soul from being destroyed by his circumstances. Gratitude offers a partial inoculation against the vagaries of life and is, generally speaking, positively correlated with happiness.8 To be grateful while unjustly imprisoned is a true accomplishment of character.



The Happy Homeless Scholar

During the COVID pandemic, my wife and I seldom enjoyed the opportunity of going to our favorite restaurants. This had the silver lining, as I mentioned, of helping me lose a sizable amount of weight. We did, however, continue to frequent a Peruvian rotisserie chicken dive. On one such outing, we came across a disheveled and perhaps homeless man sitting on the steps of the establishment. As we waited to be served in the outside queue, I struck up a conversation with him. He asked me what I did for a living. After I told him, he said, “This seems like serious work, but you seem strong to be able to handle it.” I was flattered by his response, and it was a highlight of my day. Most people might have ignored this elderly man, but my wife and I chose to engage him. Engaging him brought me the pleasure of his compliment, but that aside, my wife and I believe that all people deserve to be treated with respect and dignity, even when their exteriors might look weathered and destitute. Sometimes we are rewarded with a nice little conversation. Talking with this man reminded me of another extraordinary story involving homelessness. The beginning of that story happened to me nearly twenty years ago, when I lived in Southern California.9 I was seated at a café working on a project, and I had several books sprawled on the table. An elegant gentleman, speaking with a slight British accent, approached me to comment about some of the books on the table. His name was Bijan Gilani, and he explained to me that he was pursuing a Ph.D. at UC Irvine and was writing a dissertation on the issue of homelessness.10 As part of his fieldwork, he had integrated himself within the homeless community.

We communicated briefly via email after I moved back to Montréal, but I otherwise lost track of him, only to discover later that, incredibly, Gilani, a once reasonably wealthy man, had eventually become homeless himself. I came across a 2011 article in the OC Weekly that described his extraordinary life trajectory. In reading the article, I was struck by his admirable lack of self-pity. He told the reporter, “I realize people have it a lot worse.”11 Like David McCallum, Gilani never lost sight of the fact that however desperate our plight, it is, within a bigger context, not that bad, and that realization affords us an instantaneous jolt of gratitude and psychological well-being. This attitude is not one of schadenfreude (reveling in another’s misfortune), but rather of the optimism we should all feel because we are alive. In the article, Bijan continues, “Every morning, I remind myself who I am,” and then he adds: “I can write. I can think. I’m educated. I’m a moral person. I like being around people. I’m adaptable, humble, and I love to laugh.” To exhibit this level of optimism when so downtrodden is a testament to his positive spirit and mindset. Bijan said that besides owning his SUV (which serves as his home) and a no-frills cellphone, he rejoices at having a gym membership and a card to the Newport Beach Public Library.12 In other words, in a truly stoic and ascetic manner, he reaffirms the importance of a healthy body and an inquisitive mind as central features in supporting a life of happiness. I am convinced that his life story would constitute a wonderful film, for it would serve as a powerful reminder of the truly important things in life.



Parting Words

I recently held a chat on my show with the classicist and military historian Victor Davis Hanson. As we were saying our goodbyes, Victor ended our conversation with the following: “Thank you, and it’s so nice to see an academic who smiles. I don’t do it enough, but you do.”13 It is incontestable that our capacity to be happy, and hence smile, is in part shaped by the immutable elements of our personhood. However, as I hope to have convinced you in this book, each of us has the capacity to be the architect of his happiness and well-being. Every moment in life is precious. Savor the infinitesimally small probability of your having ever existed. Of course, life has countless difficult moments that we must overcome, but we have at our disposal several tried and tested antidotes to existential darkness. I have offered you a template or blueprint for maximizing your chances at happiness. To summarize, my recipe for the good life includes:



	finding the right spouse

	working in the right profession

	seeking the sweet spot (moderation) across many life domains

	engaging life via a playful mindset

	pursuing variety-seeking at times, across many domains

	ensuring that one is persistent in the pursuit of meaningful goals

	being anti-fragile when dealing with failure

	seeking to minimize future regret, in part by living an authentic life





The successful implementation of each of these prescriptions will draw you closer to the final destination, namely reaching the summit of Mount Happiness. I hope that reading this book has infused you with a sense of happiness and existential inspiration. Thank you for coming on this journey with me.
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